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CHAPTER I 


T WAS four o’clock in the morning when Diana 
woke from a vague restless dream in which the 
face of the General’s father was her only clear 

memory. 

Outside, in the growing dawn, the sparrows were 
chirruping under the eaves, and away in the distance 
Diana could hear the sound of the sea and the mourn- 
ful cry of the kittiwakes. 

She lay still for some time wondering why her heart 
was beating so fast and why her eyes were wet with 
tears, then suddenly she remembered. She was in love 
with the General’s father, and in her dream he had 
kissed her. 

Diana gave a little stifled moan of despair and 
turned over, hiding her face in the crumpled pillow. 

The trouble was that she had met the General first 
and had fallen in love with him, so how in the name of 
loyalty, she asked herself frantically, could she also 
be in love with his father? If only the sound and the 
smell of summer had not been quite so acute and 
heartbreaking in this growing dawn, she told herself 
that it would have been almost easy to get a fresh 
grip of herself and shake her mind back to normal 
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common sense. But as it was, the sound of the sea 
and the cry of the kittiwakes brought with them such 
ridiculous longing for all the sweet nameless things 
that lay far beyond her reach in the life of the Gen- 
eral’s father that she could neither check her tears nor 
still her thudding heartbeats. 

She felt her mind wobbling like one of her Aunt 
Hilda’s jellies and threatening to collapse in the most 
humiliating state of weakness whenever she thought 
of him and of the queer way he had of looking at her 
as if his eyes were gimlets mercilessly boring holes 
into the heart which she had hitherto kept so deter- 
minedly closed and free. 

“T’m a fool—a sentimental fool!’ Diana told her- 
self angrily. “It’s all just summer hysteria. For God’s 
sake, woman, pull yourself together and remember 
that the man’s married.” 

She shut her eyes tightly against the pillow and 
clenched her hands against her beating heart, willing 
herself back to her usual level-headedness and com- 
mon sense with the desperation of one who already 
acknowledges defeat. 

Even in her restless sleep every nerve in her body 
had been straining and jerking like over-taut wire, 
just as they had been jerking ever since that moment 
last evening when she had unexpectedly come face to 
face with the General’s father halfway up the narrow 
staircase, and he had said—but no, now she came to 
think of it he had said nothing, he had only looked at 
her and half smiled as he stood back, pressing his big 
body close against the wall in order to make room for 
her to pass. 
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But in that look it had seemed to Diana as if he had 
taken hold of her heart and soul and imagination, 
twining himself about her life with steel wires which 
still held her straining, rebellious nerves. She had felt 
powerless against him, so powerless that for a 
moment she had almost hated him. Although he had 
not touched her she had felt as if she had been roughly 
handled, only it was her soul and her mind that still 
felt bruised from his touch. 

It was the thought of the General that hurt most. 
It was such rank disloyalty to him, for she had loved 
him first. 

The General was only five and lame. 

Diana did not really care for children. Most of 
them seemed so spoiled and precocious, but from the 
first the General had dragged his lame leg into her 
heart and calmly sat himself down there to rest, 
refusing to budge. 

His mother, who for some unexpiained reason had 
been Diana’s greatest friend at school, was inclined 
to be jealous. 

“He doesn’t care for strangers as a rule,” she said 
with a sort of suspicion. “I’ve never known him take 
so much notice of anybody. Besides, I thought you 
didn’t care for children, Diana.” 

She always called Diana by her full name when she 
was feeling slightly annoyed with her, otherwise her 
old school name of Ana was good enough. 

Ana laughed, but she flushed a little. 

“T don’t care for them,” she admitted carelessly. 
“Asa rule, I certainly don’t, but somehow the Gen- 
eral is different.” 
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Mollie Hambledon laughed a trifle vexedly. 

“Well, you'll be thrown over as soon as his father 
comes,”’ she said unkindly. 

“T hope so, I’m sure,” Ana agreed calmly. “Undue 
affection embarrasses me; I suppose because I’ve 
never had any before.” 

But the General had not thrown her over. He had 
calmly divided his abundant affection between herself 
and Anthony Hambledon, showing no favouritism. 

Apparently he had never been very devoted to his 
mother. She was always warning him not to crumple 
her dress or disorder her hair or make so inuch noise 
because her head ached, objections which were de- 
cidedly damping to a small boy’s ardour. Ana had 
never seen Hambledon until six weeks ago when he 
arrived from Rhodesia. 

Mollie had come home three months previously 
with the General and had taken a cottage at Lyme 
Regis, to which she had invited Ana to come and 
spend the summer with her. 

“T’'ll come, of course I’ll come,” Ana had agreed 
rather: doubtfully. 

She loved the sea, and she was tired to death of her 
only relative, Aunt Hilda. 

“But why in the name of goodness Lyme Regis? 
Won’t you be bored to death? I thought you were 
dying to be in London.” 

Mollie shrugged her graceful shoulders. 

“Well, it’s not very far from London. I can often 
run up to town for week-ends. You won’t mind being 
left with the General sometimes, will you? Besides, 
I know some people in Lyme,” she explained airily. 


LIFE STEPS IN 5 


At first Ana had been dubious about the whole 
affair. Mollie had changed very much since their 
school days, and for another thing the thought of 
being left to look after the General made Ana nerv- 
ous. Children always gave her such a helpless sort of 
feeling, but, as she had said, the General was different, 
and Lyme Regis would be a way of escape from Aunt 
Hilda, so metaphorically she shrugged her shoulders 
and accepted. 

That was two months ago. Two months which had 
been spent in doing nothing in particular but bathe 
and walk, and fall more in love with the General, 
until that never-to-be-forgotten evening when the 
General’s father arrived. 

Mollie insisted that they all go to the station to 
meet him. 

“Of course I’m not going to Southampton!” she 
said in reply to Ana’s question. “Anthony would 
only find me a nuisance. Besides I hate crowds and 
going through the Customs. I’ll go to the station, of 
course, and you must come, too. My dear, don’t 
shake your head! There’s no sentimental nonsense 
about us.” 

Ana frowned. She had never been in love herself, 
but tucked away at the back of her mind was a senti- 
mental corner which told her that Mollie ought to be 
more excited about her husband’s arrival. And now 
as she lay in bed, her face pressed into the pillow, she 
lived again through the hours of that evening and 
remembered afresh her own discomfort at being such 
an obvious third. She had walked away as far as 
possible along the little platform pretending to be 
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deeply interested in a row of milk cans labelled for 
London, and yet every sense had been strained to 
attention for the train’s arrival, though she did not 
move or turn round until Mollie spoke beside her. 

‘Why did you run away? Here he is. Goodness, 
Ana, I’ve never seen you look shy before.” 

“I’m not shy; don’t be absurd,” Ana had cried in 
a rage, but her cheeks had been crimson when she 
raised her eyes to Hambledon’s bronzed, smiling face. 

“Not a bit like his photograph,” was her first 
thought. “I should hardly have known . . .” then 
the thought snapped as she found herself shaking 
hands with him and heard him say: 

“T’ve heard so much about you from Mollie that 
you seem quite like an old friend.” 

“T’ve heard a lot about you, too,’’ Ana answered. 

She had. She had heard among other things how 
shy he was with women, how much he loved outdoor 
life, and with what reluctance he had consented to 
come to England for a visit. 

And that was that, but ever since Ana had been 
conscious of a vague and disturbing fluttering in life, 
like restless wings or a south breeze over long grass, 
and the night Hambledon came, for the first time in 
her life she looked at herself in the mirror and wished 
she were as pretty as Mollie. 

Across the landing of the little cottage which 
divided the tiny bedrooms from each other she could 
hear Mollie’s voice, now and then punctuated by a 
man’s deep, lazy laugh, and she paused for a moment 
in her undressing to listen. 

How glad they must be to be together again, she 
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thought; how much they must have to say to one 
another, and quite suddenly she was conscious of a 
lonely, unwanted feeling and of a little coldness 
against her heart as she stared at herself in the small 
square mirror, the one flickering candle casting queer 
shadows over her face and bare neck and arms. 

Ana was eight-and-twenty although she looked 
much younger. She was extremely slender, and there 
was not the smallest line in her happy face. 

“IT don’t know how you do it,’”’ Mollie complained 
once. “I’m younger than you a and look at the 
lines round my eyes.” 

“J don’t worry, that’s why, perhaps,” Ana an- 
swered serenely. But she had felt every day of her 
eight-and-twenty years as she stood and looked at 
herself in the glass the night Hambledon came home, 
and for a moment her unquenchable joy of life felt 
dimmed. 

She had always been quite nappy. She had never 
wanted to be loved or to be married, and yet .. . 
Mollie who was two years her junior had a husband 
and child—a darling child, and a husband who... . 
Ana went quickly on with her undressing; even so 
far back as that first night she had been afraid to think 
of Hambledon or to attempt to analyze him. 

And that was two months ago, and since then she 
and Hambledon had been thrown very much in one 
another’s company. 

Several times Mollie had been away for week-ends 
without her husband. 

“Do you think it’s quite proper to leave me and 
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Ana without a chaperon?”’ Hambledon had asked 
the first time in mock dismay, and he had looked at 
Ana and laughed. 

“Of course it’s proper,” Mollie declared. Anything 
was proper if it suited her purpose. “And anyway, 
Ellen is chaperon enough for a whole regiment.” 

Ellen was cook, nurse, and housemaid combined in 
the little cottage. She had been Mollie’s nurse when 
Mollie was a child, and she had been waiting at 
Southampton hours before the boat could possibly 
arrive to take Mollie’s son to her heart. 

But oddly enough the General did not very much 
care for Ellen. She “‘fussed” him, and he disapproved 
of fussing, for in spite of his lame leg he was an 
exceedingly manly boy, and he disliked anything 
bordering on pampering or the sentimental. 

He had liked Ana in the first place because she 
called him “old chap” and made no attempt to kiss 
him. 

Young as he was, his mother’s never-ending reiter- 
ation of “darling” irritated him. 

So several times Mollie went away for her vague 
“‘week-ends”’ with still vaguer friends, and Hamble- 
don and Ana spent their days together on the sands 
while the General bathed and paddled and built sand 
castles. 

“Why don’t you go with Mollie sometimes?’ Ana 
asked Hambledon one morning rather abruptly. 

They were sitting with their backs to the low sea 
wall, the sun warm on their faces and the incoming 
tide creeping nearer to their feet. 

The General was paddling, his lame leg dragging 
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pathetically behind him through the tiny ripples—a 
lame leg which, so the cleverest doctors in London 
had agreed, could never be quite cured, only assisted. 

Hambledon turned his head quickly. 

“What do you mean?” he demanded. “Do you 
think Mollie wants me dragging round bonnet shops 
with her?” 

Ana giggled rather nervously. 

“Bonnet shops!” she scoffed. “Don’t you know 
that bonnets are as dead as the Dodo?” 

“Well, shops, then,’ he amended his words. 

Ana frowned. 

“Mollie can’t be dragging round shops all day and 
all night.” 

Hambledon laughed lazily. 

“T hate London anyway.” 

“T don’t believe you,” Ana said flatly. ‘“London’s 
a glorious place, and you could be as happy there as 
any of us and enjoy yourself as much if you were with 
the right people.” 

“Probably. With the right people, as you say.” 

“What do you mean?” 

He picked up a smooth pebble and sent it skimming 
across the water before he answered. 

“Well, if you were there, for instance.” 

Ana coloured faintly. 

“Tf that is meant for a compliment, thank you very 
much.” 

“Tt is not. Compliments are never sincere.” 

“Oh fo? 

She relapsed into rather a helpless silence, which 


he broke. 
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you find me too much of a nuisance ?””’ 

She evaded the last part of the question. She 
answered: 

“T think she must be rather dull all alone.” 

He laughed. 

“‘Mollie is never alone. She has scores of friends. 
I cannot imagine that she is ever alone for a single 
instant.” 

“Oh [2 

Hambledon leaned back again and closed his eyes, 
and after a moment Ana stole a side glance at him. 

Not good looking, strictly speaking, but intensely 
masculine. So she had long enough ago summed him 
up in her mind. He was very sunburnt, and he wore 
his dark hair closely cropped in order to try and 
eliminate its obstinate wave. His chin was firm almost 
to obstinacy, his nose nondescript, and his eyes in- 
tensely blue beneath dark brows that reminded Ana 
of wings in flight. He was tall and broad-shouldered, 
but he walked with a slight stoop which somewhat 
detracted from his height, and the extreme careless- 
ness of his dress amounted almost to untidiness. Many 
times his appearance had moved Mollie to real anger. 

“You look like a tramp,” she had stormed at him 
only that morning before she went away. 

‘IT won’t let you come to the station unless you put 
on some clean flannels.” 

Hambledon had laughed his lazy, unmoved laugh. 

‘All right, then, I won’t come.” 

And he had stayed behind, allowing Ana to drive 
Mollie to the station in the little car he had bought in 
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London in which to run about during their stay in 
England. 

Ana thought Mollie had taken an absurd amount 
of luggage with her for a week-end and had said so 
in her usual downright way, but Mollie had merely 
laughed. 

“It’s not what I’m taking in those trunks, my dear,” 
she said candidly; ‘‘it’s what I hope to bring back in 
them.” 

Mollie adored pretty clothes. She reminded Ana 
of a peacock. She even walked with a little swaggering 
strut when she knew she was being watched or ad- 
mired, and she was naturally vain ‘and a little empty- 
headed, in spite of a certain kindliness of heart. She 
was genuinely fond of Ana and always had been, 
though Ana herself often wondered why. 

“We haven’t got a thing in common,” she once 
said to Mollie in a puzzled way. “You're pretty and 
I’m not. You’re fond of clothes, and J don’t care what 
I wear as long as they’re tidy. You like men, and I 
don’t care a bit for them. I often wonder why on 
earth we are friends.” 

“Like attracts unlike, so they say,” was Mollie’s 
reply. But she knew quite well that half the reason of 
her affection for Ana was that she could never be 
jealous of her. 

The same people never liked them—there was 
never any question of rivalry between them. 

Mollie loved money, whereas Ana never troubled 
about it. She had been brought up to do with very 
little, and she had always been able to find happiness 
in small pleasures. 
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“I’d sell my soul for clothes and money and dia- 
monds,” Mollie once declared passionately when 
Hambledon remonstrated with her for her extrava- 
gance. 

He had rebuked her sharply, but Ana had only 
laughed and teased him for believing what Mollie 
said. 

“She doesn’t really mean a word of it,” she de- 
clared; but lately she had not been so sure, and when 
she came back from the station after seeing Mollie 
off to London she avoided looking at Hambledon 
when he asked casually: 

“See anyone you know at the station?” 

“Only Mr. Mahon. He and Mollie travelled up 
together.” 

“Good lord!” Hambledon made a grimace. “I 
can’t imagine what she sees in those people.” 

“She met them on the boat coming home, didn’t 
she?” 

“Yes. I don’t dislike the wife, poor devil, but I 
can’t stand Mahon himself.” 

Mahon’s wife was hopelessly crippled with rheu- 
matism and could not move a yard without assistance. 

There was a suspicion in Ana’s mind that Mollie 
had arranged to travel to London with Mahon. He 
was rich if unprepossessing, and Mollie had often 
spoken enviously of the suite which his wife had occu- 
pied coming home on the boat and of the many 
diamonds which the poor soul had not had the heart 
to wear. 

“She showed them to me!” Mollie sighed. “I only 
wish I had the chance to wear them.” 
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“Do you wish you were crippled like she is, too?” 
Ana asked drily. 

She remembered those words as she sat in the 
sunshine looking at Hambledon. 

Fancy sighing for another woman’s diamonds 
when thisman . . . she checked the thought hurriedly 
and rose to her feet, shaking the sand from her short 
skirt. 

“It’s time the General had his feet dried and came 
in,” she said briskly. ‘“We shall be late for lunch.” 


Mollie’s week-end had dragged out till Wednes- 
day, and it was on the Wednesday evening about an 
hour after her return that Hambledon and Ana came 
face to face on the narrow staircase, and he looked at 
her and smiled as he pressed his big body close against 
the wall in order to make room for her to pass. 

And since that moment her pulses had been racing 
like a madwoman’s and she had hardly slept all night 
in a frantic endeavour to persuade herself that she 
was not in love with the General’s father. 

It had been a useless endeavour, and even when at 
last she fell into restless sleep, her dreams had proved 
traitors, for she had dreamed that she walked through 
the sunshine with the General’s father, and that he 
kissed her. 

Ana admitted defeat as she lay with her face 
pressed into the pillow. 

She did love him. She belonged to him in her heart 
and in her mind as utterly as if they lived in the old 
days of slavery and Hambledon had bought and paid 
for her body in the open market. And yet no word had 
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passed between them, only that one silent look which 
had seemed like a claim rather than an interrogation, 
a look which had said arrogantly ‘“‘Mine’’; a look to 
which all Ana’s being had rushed out in passionate 
response, ‘‘Yes, yes, yes!” 

But he was Mollie’s husband and the General’s 
father. The dear little General, bless him! 

He had got his nickname from a native boy who 
had worked for Hambledon in Rhodesia; a boy who 
had adored Hambledon’s son and who had never 
grown tired of playing with him at his favourite 
game of soldiers. 

It was pathetic, Ana thought, that a lame boy 
should so passionately long to be a soldier, and her 
heart warmed at the devotion of a servant whose love 
had made the child a general and mounted him on 
horseback so that he should never feel the handicap 
of his infirmity. 

And the name of ‘The General”’ had stuck to him 
ever since, until most people had entirely forgotten 
that he had been christened Robert Anthony, after his 
grandfather and his father. .. . 

_ Ana lay for a long time with her face buried in the 
pillow. She was quivering with a happiness which was 
yet half shame. She was in love for the first time, 
but with a married man. She was in love with a man 
who belonged to her best’ friend—a man who could 
never belong to her, and yet 

“He belongs to me already,” Ana told herself 
confidently and thought of the look in Anthony 
Hambledon’s eyes. He and she had reached the gate 
of understanding without a word having been spoken, 
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without a single question being asked or answered. 
But that gate could never be opened. Life had stepped 
in and locked and barred it before they had ever seen 
one another. 

“But it’s something to know that we love each 
other,” Ana told herself, and hugged the knowledge 
to her heart. They could always be friends at least, 
and friendship could not harm anyone. 

She sat up in bed and wiped the tears from her 
eyes. What was there to cry about? Surely this newly 
found, unsought happiness was a thing rather for 
rejoicing. 

She got out of bed and drew up the blind. The 
little house was on a hill, and Ana could get a peep of 
the sea from her window. It was quite light now, 
and as she stood there with the morning breeze touch- 
ing her flushed face the first streak of sunlight pierced 
the grayness. 

“Tt’s a beautiful, beautiful world,” Ana thought 
rapturously. She threw up the window and leaned 
out, sniffing the air. 

“I’m happy, happy, happy,” she told herself. She 
heard the door of Mollie’s room across the landing 
open, and after a moment someone knocked at the 
door. 

“Are you getting up, Ana? I thought you were 
going to bathe with me this morning?” 

Ana turned round, her heart racing. 

“Ts Mollie coming?” she asked. 

“Mollie! Good Lord, no!” She heard Hambledon 
laugh. “‘She’s fast asleep. Hurry up.” 

“T won’t be a moment.” 
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She scrambled into a few clothes and caught up her 
bathing dress. Every morning lately she and the 
General’s father had been down to bathe before 
breakfast, but this morning it seemed something quite 
different, something much more wonderful and 
romantic, and her heart shook when she crept softly 
down the steep little staircase and joined Hambledon 
at the front door. 

“T don’t believe you were awake,” he accused her. 
He took her bathing dress and drew the door to 
behind them. 

“Mollie ought to come,” Ana said. ‘“Why didn’t 
you insist ?”” 

“Because I didn’t want to be murdered. She said 
it was uncivilized to get up before the earth had been 
aired.” They both laughed. 

“Tt’s the best time of the day,” Ana said. 

They went down the hill side by side. As yet there 
was nobody about. A sleepy cat, meditatively cleaning 
a paw, stopped in its occupation to eye them with 
suspicion; a solitary milkboy on his rounds yawned 
openly in their faces. 

They turned on to the little sea front, and went 
down to the bathing tents on the beach. 

‘Bet you a shilling I’m ready first,”” Hambledon 
said, and disappeared into his tent. 

He was already in the water when Ana appeared. 

“My fingers are all thumbs this morning,” she 
explained. “All my clothes seemed to get into knots, 
and I’ve forgotten to bring my bathing cap.” 

“You must be in love,’” Hambledon said, but he did 
not look at her as he spoke, and they swam out side by 
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side to a narrow ledge of rocks about fifty yards from 
the beach. 

“Glorious !’’ Hambledon said. 

He pulled himself up on to the ledge and sat with 
his legs still in the water. 

The sea was very calm, hardly a ripple broke the 
surface. Ana scrambled up and sat beside him. 

She tried to think of something to say, but nothing 
would come to her mind. As a rule she felt perfectly 
natural and at her ease with him, but this morning 
everything seemed changed. She was as shy and con-. 
strained as if that dream kiss had been a real one; she 
could not even force herself to look at him. 

“Glorious !”? Hambledon said again. 

He screwed up his eyes in the sunlight and shook 
the water from his hair. 

“Tsn’t this as good as Rhodesia?” Ana asked a 
trifle maliciously. 

“Better, because you are here,’’ Hambledon an- 
swered gravely. There was a little sharp silence. Ana 
felt as if someone had struck a tragic note against her 
happiness, and for the first time the realization came 
over her that they would not always be together; that 
some day—perhaps quite soon, there would be Time 
and Distance between them—that some day Life 
would step in and divide them, even as now it had 
stepped in and brought them together. 

With an effort she forced herself to laugh. 

“You are getting to be quite a squire of dames!” 
she said lightly. “And meanwhile I’m getting 
chilly i 
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She dived off the ledge into the sea again, and 
Hambledon followed. 

“Do you always run away from things you don’t 
want to face?” he asked, overtaking her with power- 
ful strokes. Ana made no answer, and he said again: 

“Didn’t you hear what I asked you?” 

‘Not a word. You splash too much, and I’m going 
in.”” She was out of the water and running up to the 
tents before he could stop her or speak again. There 
was a sense of panic in her heart-killing happiness. 

She felt as if during the past few hours someone 
had seized her and rushed her breathlessly miles along 
the road down which she had previously been stroll- 
ing with content and unconcern. She felt, too, as if 
she were resisting with all her strength, dragging at 
that compelling hand, but without avail. 

She knew that Hambledon was dressed and waiting 
for her outside but she was afraid to face him. 

She lifted a corner of the tent flap and looked out. 
He was sitting on the breakwater smoking his pipe, 
and idly throwing pebbles into the sea. 

As if feeling her eyes upon him he turned his head 
and called out: 

“We shall be late for breakfast. What in the world 
are you doing?” 

Ana summoned all her courage and walked out. 

“T’m quite ready. Have you got a cigarette?” 

He gave her one and lit it. There was an amused 
smile in his eyes when they rested on her. They turned 
and walked together up the hilly road to the cottage. 

Ana talked away all the time now; she felt that she 
could not bear a moment's silence. 
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Hambledon answered in monosyllables, disinter- 
estedly, but suddenly he interrupted something she 
was telling him by saying: 

“Do you know you've got very pretty hair?” 

Ana caught her breath with a little nervous laugh, 
then she said: 

“Have you only just discovered that ? How unkind. 
It’s supposed to be my one beauty.” She put up an 
unsteady hand and smoothed her head. 

“It’s awful now—all wet,” she added. 

“That’s because you were silly enough to forget 
your bathing cap,” he told her unkindly. “I suppose 
you re not in love by any chance, are you?” he asked 
teasingly. 

She made a grimace. 

“Who on earth do you think there is here for 
anyone to fall in love with?” she demanded. 

He shrugged his shoulders. 

““Well—there’s me!’’ he submitted half seriously. 

“No, thank you.” Ana’s voice was energetic with 
scorn. ‘“‘No triangles and heartaches and scandals for 
me. I can never understand people falling in love with 
married people,” she added incoherently. “It’s the 
one thing I’ve always vowed I will never do.” 

“What thing?” 

“Fall in love with a married man.” 

She was sure he must hear the shakiness of her 
voice; all her tumultuous heartbeats seemed to have 
got mixed up with it, but Anthony Hambledon only 
said quietly: 

“You shouldn’t vow anything. If you do it’s gen- 
erally the one thing you will find yourself doing.” 
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“What nonsense!” 

He looked down at her. 

“You're very snappy this morning.” 

“And you're very silly,” she answered bluntly. 
“We're both hungry, that’s what’s the matter.” 

“For food?” he asked deliberately, ‘‘or for other 
things more satisfying, but further beyond our 
reach?” 

“Ts that a riddle?” 

“Tf you like. At any rate I am asking you for the 
answer.” 

Ana quickened her steps. 

“You’re talking Double Dutch, and I don’t know 
what in the world you mean. Look! there’s the 
General at the gate ”” She broke into a run, thank- 
ful for an excuse to escape. But before she was out 
of earshot she heard Hambledon ask again: 

“Do you always run away from things you don’t 
want to face?” and this time, driven to desperate 
defence, she turned for a moment to flash an indipnans 


look at him, and to answer emphatically: 
“Always!” 


Dk SS a ap gl aie | 
| es on in the morning, when Hambledon was 


out of the cottage and Ana was pottering 

around, doing all the little odd jobs which 
Mollie ought to have done but never did, it seemed 
to her that she had got into a great panic over noth- 
ing, and imagined a good deal more than Anthony 
had ever intended her to imagine. 

After all, what had he said? nothing, when one 
came to look at it in a sane after-light. 

Men were fond of talking nonsense to any girl who 
would listen. 

“But not Anthony.” 

Ana’s heart had defended him before she was 
conscious of it, and she put down the flowers she had 
been arranging in a blue vase and stared out of the 
little sitting-room window with frightened eyes. 

“But not Anthony!” 

Hambledon had never flirted with anyone in his 
life, she was positive. Ana could remember that 
Mollie had often said he was the most matter-of-fact 
lover in the world. 

“At any rate—”’ she added, in her spoiled, petulant 
voice. ‘“—he has never given me a thrill in his life,” 
and then she would sigh and say pensively: “But I 
was so young when we were married—you know I 
had only just left school.” 


2t 
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Yes, Ana knew that; knew too that it had been in 
direct defiance of her parents’ wishes that Mollie had 
insisted upon going out to Rhodesia to marry Ham- 
bledon. 

She had only known him for a few weeks, but 
theirs had been one of those violent, headstrong 
affairs with but little foundation upon which to build 
security, and Mollie had declared she would die if 
she had to spend the rest of her life without him. 
Nobody had ever quite seemed to know Hambledon’s 
attitude in the matter, but at any rate Mollie had 
gone out to him with a trousseau more fitted for Paris 
than for life on a veldt farm, and they had been 
married. That was more than seven years ago now, 
and the General was six. 

Mollie frankly hated Rhodesia. 

“You might as well be buried alive,” she told Ana. 
‘And as for clothes! what’s the use of trying to look . 
nice when your nearest neighbour is eighteen miles 
away?” 

“There’s your husband,” Ana had reminded her. 

“Oh—Anthony!’’ Mollie shrugged her shoulders. 
‘“He’d never notice what I had on.” 

“How unromantic!”? Ana murmured. 

‘All marriages are unromantic after the first year 
or two,” Mollie declared. ‘“They’re bound to be. 
Men never value a thing they’re dead sure of. That’s 
why women who are not quite—well, what you might 
call ‘straight,’ generally get so much devotion. No- 
body’s ever sure of them.” 

‘What a horrible thing to say!” 

alestrue,” 
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“If it is, I’m glad I’m not married. I’m glad I’ve 
never been in love,’’ Ana said. This was all before 
Hambledon came home. 

“Wait till you do fall in love,” Mollie warned her. 
“You'll make the same mistake we all make, and think 
it’s going to last forever. You'll think you’re the 
wonderful exception that proves the rule, and you 
won't be.” 

“T shall never fall in love,” Ana declared. ‘I’m not 
made that way.” 

She was remembering having said it as she stood 
looking out of the sitting-room window at the sun- 
shine. | 

What a vain boast! Not made that way! when the 
very sound of Anthony’s step, or his laugh, made her 
heart turn over and over. She grabbed at her wan- 
dering thoughts desperately and went on arranging 
the flowers in the blue vase. 

“You’re behaving like an utter and complete fool, 
my girl,’’ she admonished herself severely, but she 
felt more like crying. She had just finished the flowers 
when she saw Hambledon coming up the hill. He had 
gone out with Mollie, but he was alone now, and Ana 
fled upstairs to her own room and shut the door. 

“T must go home—lI can’t stay here,” she told 
herself. ‘“There isn’t going to be any happiness in it 
for me; it’s just going to be pain—dreadful pain.” 

She sat down on the side of the bed, and shut her 
eyes. Downstairs she could hear Anthony moving 
about; she heard him come to the foot of the stairs 
and whistle—then call: 

“Anybody about ?”’ 
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Yesterday she would have answered quite happily 
and cheerily: 

“I’m here, I’m just coming down.” But now she 
dared not move or speak, and presently she heard him 
go out of the house again, and the shutting of the 
garden gate. 

She waited till she was sure he was out of call, then 
she got up and went to the window. 

He was halfway down the hill, strolling along with 
his hands in his pockets, and the sun beating down on 
his uncovered head. 

“T must go home; I can’t stay here,’’ Ana told her- 
self again. She felt as if something terrible had just 
happened; for the first time she was afraid of life. 

At lunch time she told Mollie she thought she 
ought to be going back home. 

“Back home!’ Mollie stared at her blankly. “But 
I asked you here for the whole summer.’ 

Ana laughed. 

“T’ve been here more than two months.” 

Mollie looked at her husband. 

“Do you hear that, Tony ?”’ she demanded. ‘‘Have 
you been boring Ana to death while I’ve been away, 
that she wants to leave us?” 

Hambledon shrugged his shoulders. 

“T’m sure she will tell you if I have,” he said 
carelessly. 

Mollie pushed her plate away and frowned. 

“I shan’t let you go, and that’s final,” she said in 
her spoiled way. “If you think I can stand this deadly 
hole without you to cheer things up 


LIFE STEPS IN a5 


“My deadly dull company apparently not count- 
ing,” Hambledon struck in imperturbably. 

“Besides, why need you go home?” Mollie de- 
manded, her cheeks flushed. “Your aunt is all right 
without you, and you know you hate Wimbledon.” 

“Oh, I hate it all right,” Ana agreed cheerfully. 
“But there is such a thing as outstaying one’s wel- 
come.” 

“Rubbish,” Mollie declared. ‘“‘Please don’t let me 
hear any more about it. You'll stay.” 

Later, when lunch was finished and Mollie had gone 
upstairs to lie down—“It keeps you young and fresh- 
looking to rest,” she always said—Hambledon looked 
at Ana and smiled comically. 

“T hope you mean to do as you’re told,” he said. 

“In what way?” 

“Mollie says you are to stay.” 

Ana tilted her chin, her eyes too bright. 

“Nobody can make me do anything I don’t want 
to do,” she said defiantly. 

“Which means that you will go?” 

MVes”? 

Preece,” 

Hambledon pushed back his chair and rose. He 
stood for a moment looking out of the window, and 
whistling softly under his breath, then he turned. 

“I promised to take the General out in a sailing 
boat this afternoon. Will you come?” he asked. 

“No, thank you. I should only be sick.” 

“Don’t tell lies,’ Hambledon said coolly. “You 
know you’ve never been sick in your life.” 
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“Tt never does to boast,’’ Ana declared. “I once 
knew of a man who had been at sea all his life, and he 
told me he’d just been sick in the Bay of Biscay for 
the first time.” 

‘Pooh! that wasn’t the fault of the sea.” 

“Well, I’m not going to risk it anyway.” 

““You’re not afraid of being sick, Ana.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“T mean that you’re afraid of me.” 

Ana looked up, her cheeks painfully flushed. She 
opened her lips to speak, but no words would come, 
and she just sat helplessly staring at him. 

“Well, I mustn’t disappoint the General,” Ham- 
bledon said. As he turned to the door, he laid a hand 
on Ana’s shoulder. 

“Tt won’t make any difference in the long run, my 
dear, no matter how often you run away,” he said, 
and left her. Ana sat staring at the deserted lunch 
table. 

“I won't stay, I won’t,” she told herself feverishly. 

She felt as if she had been caught in a trap; in a 
trap which was yet dear and wonderful because it had 
been set for her by Anthony Hambledon, and because 
in her heart she knew that it imprisoned them both. 

“A penny for your thoughts,” said Mollie’s voice 
in the doorway, and Ana started guiltily and rose to 
her feet. 

“‘T don’t know what I was thinking about—nothing 
very interesting. I thought you were asleep.” 

Mollie was wrapped in an expensive négligé which 
she had brought back from London with her. It was 
all pink frothiness and the palest of blue ribbons. 
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“I want to make sure once and for all that all this 
nonsense about you going home is settled,” she said. 

She sat down on the arm of the chair her husband 
had just left. 

“What made you say it, Ana?” she asked. “Are 
you fed-up ?” 

“Of course not. I’m quite happy, but vi 

“Are you annoyed with me?” 

“Good heavens, no.” 

“With Anthony, then?” 

“Of course not, what ever next?” 

“T thought you might be. Anthony likes you, which 
is wonderful. He likes so few women. If you go, he’ll 
lug us all back to Rhodesia long before I want to go.” 

“T thought you never wanted to go.” 

“T don’t.’ Mollie gave a little self-conscious laugh. 
“T’m not sure that I shall ever go back,” she added 
after a moment. 

Ana opened her eyes wide. 

“But you must. It’s your home.” 

“Pooh! it’s the home of lots of women who live in 
England,” she said, and disappeared upstairs again. 

Ana sat down and wrote to Aunt Hilda. 

Aunt Hilda was old, and crotchety and an early 
Victorian spinster. She wore long skirts, and still had 
crocheted antimacassars in her sitting room, and she 
believed in high teas and in going to church twice 
every Sunday. 

She had tried to bring Ana up in the same way and 
had failed. 


“I’ve done my best,” was her favourite axiom. 
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“And if you come to a bad end, Diana, it will not be 
my fault, heaven knows.” 

Ana suddenly remembered those words as she sat 
with her pen poised in her hand, wondering what she 
could say. Aunt Hilda had always predicted that she 
would come to a bad end. 

‘Perhaps the bad end has come to me in the shape 
of Anthony,” she thought, and the tears suddenly 
misted her eyes and she had to brush them away 
before she could go on writing. 

‘__T hope you are quite well, and that the jam has 
turned out a success this year.” 

She remembered that last year it had fermented, 
and that in consequence Aunt Hilda had been dis- 
tracted. 

**__the weather is beautiful here, and I have had a 
wonderful holiday. They want me to stay, but if you 
think it is time I came home I will do so. You must 
be lonely, as of course everyone is away now.” 

By “‘everyone”’ she meant the few old cronies with 
whom Aunt Hilda shared her pew in church, and with 
whom she exchanged pots of jam, and flowers from 
the garden. 

Aunt Hilda never went away. She had an old blind 
dog whom she would never leave, and an aspidistra 
which she said had belonged to her mother, which 
she was convinced would die if any hand but her own 
was permitted to water it and sponge its fifty-four 
leaves. 

Ana filled in another two pages with an account of 
the sea, and the bathing, and the drives they had had 
round the coast, and at the end she added: *‘Don’t 
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bother to write to me. I shall come home next Friday. 
I will let you know what time to expect me.” So that 
was that. 

She had burned her boats; she had put an end to 
the sweetest and most wonderful thing life had ever 
offered to her before it had ever really matured. 

The General and his father came in to tea—both 
very cheery and sunburned. 

“Even you couldn’t have been sick,”. Hambledon 
said maliciously, when Ana asked how they had en- 
joyed their sail. “There wasn’t a ripple on the water.” 

The General regarded her with solemn eyes. He 
was very like Anthony except that his eyes were brown 
instead of blue. 

“T’ve been sick lots of times,’’ he volunteered. 
“But generally in my bed.” 

“Disgusting, I call it!’”’ Hambledon said. ‘“‘Mollie 
not down?” he asked. 

“No. I went up, but she was still asleep.” 

Ana poured out the tea, and spread bread and jam 
for the General. 

“Have you written to your aunt?” Anthony asked. 

Ana’s colour deepened. ‘‘You’re very inquisitive,” 
she said. 

*““Tnterested’ would be a kinder word,” he cor- 
rected her gently. He turned to his son. “If you’ve 
finished your tea, go and find Ellen; I want to talk to 
your Auntie Ana.” 

“Fllen’s out,” Ana said quickly. “And anyway, I 
don’t want you to talk to me.’ 

Her pulses were racing again and she could not 
meet his eyes. 
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“Tf Ellen’s out, go and play in the garden,” Ham- 
bledon said. The General got carefully down from 
his chair and obeyed. 

“And shut the door behind you,” his father told 
him. 
The General shut the door very quietly, and 
dragged his lame leg across the tiny hallway out into 
the garden. 

“T don’t know why you need send the child away,”’ 
Ana began rapidly. 

Hambledon leaned his elbows on the table and 
looked at her very earnestly. 

“T sent him away because I thought you might not 
care for him to hear me tell you how much I love you,” 
he said. 

For a moment they held each other’s gaze, then Ana 
‘found her voice with a desperate struggle. 

“You must be mad,” she whispered. 

Hambledon smiled. 

“You know I’m not mad, and you know I’m speak- 
ing the truth. I’ve loved you since the moment I saw 
you at the station the night I came home. I shall 
love you to the end of my life.” 

Ana sat immovable. She tried to shut her ears to 
what he was saying but she knew that every word had 
gone straight to her heart, and had left its imprint 
there. 

He went on very quietly: 

“Tt will make no difference if you go away, as you 
say you mean to do. It makes no difference that I am 
married, and that you and I can never be anything to 
one another; I love you, and I know you love me.” 
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He waited a moment, then went on with a more pas- 
sionate note in his voice, ‘“Tell me you love me, Ana.” 
Ana closed her eyes. She could not bear the insistence 
of his. Across the little table she could hear his quick 
breathing, and then as she struggled to speak— 
struggled to laugh and deny what he had said, she 
felt his hand upon hers, gripping it closely. 

“Tell me you love me, Ana.” 

“You know I do.” 

And then his lips on her hand—kissing her palm, 
her fingers, her wrist. 

For a moment she gave herself up to the intoxica- 
tion of the moment, then she wrenched herself free. 

“Don’t—you mustn’t ¥ 

They were both on their feet now, close together, 
facing one another, pale and passionate. 

“Ana 

“Oh—you mustn’t!”’ Ana sobbed, and ran from the 
room. Her letter to Aunt Hilda, stamped and ad- 
dressed, stood on her little dressing table. 

Ana caught it up. She would never feel safe till 
she had posted it—she must send it at once—at once. 

Ellen’s voice spoke to her from the foot of the 
staircase. | 

“Ts the mistress up there, please, miss? There’s a 
letter for her.” 

“T’Il come and fetch it.” 

The steep stairs tried old Ellen’s stiff joints. Ana 
went down to take the letter from her. 

“A boy gave it to me at the gate just as I came 
in,” the old woman said. ‘From Mr. Mahon, he 
said.” 
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“T'll give it to Mrs. Hambledon.” 

Ana knocked at Mollie’s door. 

“Come in.” 

Mollie was awake now, and bending over a box 
of new finery which she had brought back with her 
from London. 

Ana caught her breath as she looked at the array 
of silk and crépe de Chine. 

“My word, they must have cost some money!”’ she 
gasped. Mollie frowned. 

‘“They’re rather lovely, though, aren’t they?” she 
said carelessly. 

“Beautiful !’”’ Ana sat down on the side of the bed 
and touched one of the silky garments with reverent 
fingers. She had never had such clothes in all her life. 

“Oh, I forgot—here’s a letter for you,” she said. 
“From Mr. Mahon.” 

Mollie took it hurriedly and opened it. 

“Fancy going to bed in a nightdress like this,’’ Ana 
said. “It’s the sort of thing a princess ought to wear. 
‘Oh, all right, P'll pick it up.” 

Something had fluttered from the letter which 
Mollie was reading, and had fallen at her feet. 

Ana picked it up and saw it was a check. 

“Money!” she said, then stopped, as Mollie 
snatched it from her, but not before she had in- 
advertently seen the amount and the name by which 
it was signed—Ralph D. Mahon. 

For a moment the two girls stared at one an- 
other, then Mollie said defiantly, ‘““Well ?” 

“Well?” Ana echoed faintly. 

She felt as if she were in a dream—Mahon to send. 
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Mollie a check—and for so large a sum! Nearly two 
hundred pounds. 

“What are you staring like that for?’ Mollie de- 
manded almost hysterically. 

“Was I staring? I’m sorry.” 

Ana got up from the bed; she felt a little giddy. 
When she reached the door Mollie followed and 
caught her arm. 

“Are you going to tell Anthony?” she demanded. 

“Tell—Anthony: ?” Ana’s eyes were full of scorn. 
“Do you think it is any concern of mine what you do?” 

Mollie fell back, her eyes falling. 

“People are so narrow minded,” she complained. 
“Why shouldn’t a man who is rolling in money give 
people presents ?” 

Ana went from the room without answering. 

She was still holding her letter to Aunt Hilda, and 
at the foot of the stairs she met Hambledon. 

“Going to the post?” he asked. 

“Yes—no—at least + 

She looked up at him, and her eyes grew suddenly 
reckless. If Mollie was so dishonourable as to take 
money from Mahon, when she had Anthony for her 
husband, why should she throw away the one small 
chance of happiness that had come her way? It 
seemed to Ana that she passed through a lifetime of 
argument and reasoning in those few seconds, and all 
the time Hambledon’s steady eyes were upon her, 
as if awaiting her decision. Then suddenly she 
laughed. } 

“No. I’m not going to the post after all,” she said, 
and tore the letter across and across. 
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NTIL the summer that brought the Ham- 
| bledons back to England, Diana Fabian’s life 
had been exceedingly dull and monotonous. 
Her father had died when she was quite a small 
child, and her mother, a weak, spineless sort of 
woman, had developed into a semi-invalid, probably 
because it was less trouble than exerting herself 
and trying to make something out of life; and when 
her sister—Ana’s “Aunt Hilda”—had suggested that 
they all live together, she had gratefully agreed, and 
retired almost completely to bed, dying a few years 
later from sheer lack of interest in anything. 

Ana’s chief source of grief had been that she 
could not grieve more. 

“There must be something wrong with me,” she 
thought hopelessly, when her aunt scolded her for 
her apparent lack of feeling. 

Aunt Hilda had shed floods of tears, and wailed 
as if her heart was broken, whereas, as a matter of 
fact, there had not been much affection between the 
two sisters, and they had only joined forces because 
Mrs. Fabian’s small annuity had been a welcome 
addition to Miss Sawyer’s even smaller income. 

As Mrs. Fabian’s annuity, of course, died with her, 
Miss Sawyer at once looked round for means whereby 
she could ‘‘cut down expenses” and she started by 

34 
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taking Ana away from school although she was only 
sixteen. 

Ana did not mind. 

“IT don’t seem to mind anything!” she thought, 
aac troubled, when the other girls condoled with 

er. 

She knew that life spent at home with her aunt 
was not going to prove very exciting, but that fact 
did not trouble her either. She was as unused to ex- 
citement as she was to affection, and she philosoph- 
ically supposed that her lot was no worse than 
that of thousands of other girls. 

So she uncomplainingly did most of the work of 
the prim little house at Wimbledon; she made jam 
in the jam season, and marmalade in the orange sea- 
son, and Christmas puddings at Christmas time, and 
she helped with the spring cleaning, and contentedly 
wore cheap, uninteresting clothes, and the years 
passed by uneventfully. 

Of course there were times when Ana’s soul re- 
belled, but she knew that she was entirely dependent 
upon her aunt, and she supposed that if her presence 
in the dull little house saved the expense of a maid, 
she ought to give her services gladly and not grudg- 
ingly. 

She was four-and-twenty when an ancient and dis- 
tant cousin died and left her some money. 

It was not much. Carefully invested it brought in 
just under a hundred a year, and when Miss Sawyer 
asked in acid tones what Ana proposed to do with her 
enormous wealth, Ana said promptly: 

“I’m going to pay for you to have a maid if you 
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will let me. I’m tired of dusting and sweeping. I 
want to be free.” 

“Free!” 

Miss Sawyer drew her thin figure up to its full 
height. 

‘And when, pray, have I interfered with your 
freedom?” she demanded. ‘“‘You are the most un- 
grateful girl it has ever been my misfortune to meet. 
Here have I simply devoted my life to you, and this 
is all the return I get.” 

Ana paled a little. She supposed it did sound un- 
grateful, and she hastened to apologize. 

“I’m sorry, Aunt Hilda. I didn’t mean anything. 
We can get a nice maid for—well, forty pounds a 
year, can’t we? And then I shall be able to go away 
sometimes without feeling you are left alone.” 

“Go away! And where, pray, will you go?” 

Ana shrugged her shoulders. 

“T don’t know. I haven’t any friends—except 
Mollie—and, of course, she’s on the other side of the 
world, but it will be nice to know I can go if anyone 
asks me.” 

So after much discussion a maid was found, and 
Ana gave up dusting and sweeping, and took to go- 
ing for long walks into the country instead. 

Sometimes she took the train down into the heart 
of Surrey, and then walked through fields and woods 
for a day. Sometimes she went to the river, and lay 
in the long grass on the bank and dreamed of all the 
things she would have done if her one hundred a 
year had been two or three, and always she would 
wake from her dreaming with a little guilty feeling, 
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and reproach herself with the reminder that there 
were hundreds of people in the world much worse off 
than she was, and that at any rate she now had a little 
money of her own to spend exactly as she liked. 

And for four years she was quite happy in a lonely, 
dreamy way—living close to nature, and doing her 
best for Miss Sawyer, always with the vague con- 
viction at the back of her mind that some day some- 
thing was bound to happen. 

“Tt’s impossible to go on like this forever,” she 
often ruminated. “If I’m still in a groove I’m bound 
to get out of it some day—everyone does.” 

Then a look at Aunt Hilda would check her en- 
thusiasm. Aunt Hilda had never got out of her groove 
and was proud of the fact. She liked to boast that 
she did the same things every day of every year; 
she found her happiness in monotony; she was ter- 
ribly upset, when, one Monday—owing to illness— 
the woman who had washed and ironed for her for 
more years than either of them cared to mention 
was unable to come, and in consequence washing day 
had to be postponed. Ana offered to do it, but the 
offer was crushingly refused. 

“Tf you object to a little wholesome sweeping and 
dusting, I would not dare to ask you to do anything 
so menial as washing!”’ she was told. 

But in consequence of this upheaval Miss Saw- 
yer’s life was upset for quite a fortnight, and it was 
with a sigh of relief that Ana saw her once more 
safely back in the old, secure rut. 

“T suppose, after all, monotony is better than con- 
stant change and worry,” she thought, but dreaded 
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the idea that she herself was drifting into Miss Saw- 
yer’s apathetic way of living. 

‘I’m not frightfully young any more,” she re- 
minded herself. “I’m twenty-eight next birthday, even 
if people don’t think I’m so old—and in another ten 
years’ time I shan’t care at all if nothing ever hap- 
pens!” 

And then one day Mollie’s letter came. 

‘““We are coming home—thank heaven!” so Mollie 
wrote excitedly. ‘‘At least the General and I are 
coming, and Anthony will follow later. I’m dying to 
see you. I’m going to take a house by the sea some- 
where, and you must come and stay with us. It won’t 
be very exciting, but at any rate it will be a change 
from Aunt Hilda, won’t it? And, after all, change is. 
the greatest thing in life.” 

Odd how people differed, Ana thought. Aunt 
Hilda’s idea of the greatest thing in life was 
monotony. 

So she went down to Lyme Regis, and after a time 
Anthony Hambledon came home. 

If anyone had asked Ana Fabian what she was 
most afraid of in all the world she would unhesi- 
tatingly have answered—‘‘A thunderstorm.” __ 

Many were the gibes that had been cast at her 
for her fear by Aunt Hilda. 

“Such nonsense!” she had declared in her thin, 
dogmatic voice, when as a child Ana had come flying 
to her for protection at the first rumble of thunder 
or flash of lightning. 

“You ought to be ashamed of such cowardice. 
Fancy being afraid of a heaven-given thunderstorm! 
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Some day the Almighty will send you something you 
are justified in being afraid of if you behave in such 
a babyish fashion.” 

The threat came back to Ana as she stood at the 
foot of the staircase in the little cottage, tearing up 
her letter to Aunt Hilda and meeting Hambledon’s 
eyes with defiance. Perhaps the Almighty had sent 
this man as a fulfilment of Miss Sawyer’s prophecy. 

“But I’m not afraid of him,’? Ana assured her- 
self, and knew all the time that she was horribly 
afraid, mortally afraid, of what his love for her and 
her love for him could do to her life. She knew that 
at last she was out of the rut with a vengeance, and 
that her feet stood on unaccustomed ground while her 
heart shook with foreboding. 

“T am glad you have changed your mind,” was all 
Hambledon said. indifferently. “I think the fine 
weather means to last, and it seems a pity to waste 
sunny days in a place like Wimbledon when one 
might be by the sea.” 

“Yes, that’s exactly what I thought,”’ Ana agreed 
untruthfully. ““And Mollie wants me to stay.” 

“And I want you to stay also,’ Hambledon inter- 
rupted coolly. He broke off, turning toward the 
front door as the latch of the garden gate clicked. 

“Tt’s Mrs. Mahon,” he said in an undertone. 

He went quickly down the path to meet the woman 
who stood there leaning painfully on the arm of the 
attendant without whom she could not move a step, 
and Ana followed. 

She did not know Phillis Mahon very well, but 


she was intensely sorry for her. 
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She was quite a young woman, but she looked old 
and lined by reason of her great suffering. 

She had been all over the world in search of a cure, 
and as yet had found none. . 

“They all torture me in different ways, and promise 
me all sorts of miraculous cures,” she once told Ana. 
‘“‘And none of them ever come true. Look at me” — 
and she spread out her poor knotted hands patheti- 
cally. “I used to be just as slim and active as you are,” 
she went on enviously. ‘‘I don’t know what I have 
done that this should happen to me.” 

Ana did not know, either; it seemed to her that 
life was very unjust; she could not see the force of 
the argument which Miss Sawyer was so fond of 
propounding that “‘whom the Lord loveth He 
chasteneth”—she thought it an odd way of showing 
affection; she could much more readily have sym- 
pathized if Phillis Mahon’s husband had been the 
subject of affliction; she heartily disliked him with- 
out being able to explain why. 

Phillis was clinging to Hambledon’s arm, and 
was dismissing her maid in a weak, fretful voice. 

‘You needn’t wait. Mr. Hambledon will drive me 
home, won’t you, Mr. Hambledon? I could have 
come in my own car, but there is something wrong 
with it—there always is when I want it. Ralph had 
it in town over the week-end. I wish he would buy 
me another; he knows how difficult it is for me to 
walk. What are you waiting for, Mitchell? I said you 
could go.” 

Mitchell turned away without answering. She was 
a queer-looking woman of uncertain age, with sharp 
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beady eyes and sandy-coloured hair that hung about 
her temples like wisps of straw. 

When she had gone, Ana followed Phillis and 
Hambledon to the little sitting room where Mrs. 
Mahon was made as comfortable as possible in an 
armchair. She never looked really comfortable, poor 
soul, every limb and joint in her body seemed twisted 
out of shape as if by a giant hand. 

“Would you like some tea ?”’ Ana asked. 

“No, thank you. They say tea is bad for me. They 
say everything is bad for me.” 

Ana turned to the door. 

“T’ll fetch Mollie,” she said. 

Phillis Mahon frowned. 

“T don’t want Mollie. I want to talk to you. I 
like you.” She spoke with all the determination of a 
spoiled invalid, and Ana laughed though she flushed 
a little. 

“That’s very kind of you,” she said. 

“FYasn’t anyone ever told you before that they 
like you?” Phillis asked peevishly. “You look quite 
embarrassed, doesn’t she, Mr. Hambledon?” 

“Ana is like me: she’s not used to compluneh tag 
Hambledon answered lazily. 

He was lounging against the open window wide 
ing the two women. “I think I’d better fetch Mollie,” 
he said after a moment, and disappeared. 

When he had gone Phillis Mahon gave a little 
sigh. 

eWhat a charming man; isn’t he, Miss Fabian?” 
“Yes. I like him very much.” 
“He’s quite wasted on Mollie,” the elder woman 
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went on bluntly; “why on earth he married her I 
can’t imagine. They don’t seem to have a thing in 
common.” 

“Oh, yes, they have,” Ana said with an effort. 
“'They’ve got the General.” 

“You mean the little boy? Well, Mollie doesn’t 
care much for him. If she did she wouldn’t always be 
racing off to London and leaving him.” 

“Oh, you mustn’t say that,’ Ana said quickly. 
“This is Mollie’s holiday—the first she has had for 
years.” 

Phillis gave her a sharp look. 

“You’re very fond of Mollie Hambledon,” she 
said half jealously. 

“We were at school together,” Ana answered. 

Phillis laughed maliciously. 

“And so you’re playing the part of the loyal 
friend?” she said with a faint sneer. 

“That’s not a very nice thing to say, is it?” Ana 
asked lightly. 

“T never say nice things,” Mahon’s wife answered 
sharply. “Why should I? Life’s been abominable 
to me. I’ve never had anything I really want.” 

Ana thought of Mollie’s envious words about this 
woman’s money and diamonds. Phillis went on re- 
sentfully: 

“I always wanted a child and I’ve never had one. 
It’s horrible being married and having no children. 
Husbands soon get tired of you, especially if you’re 
ill and can’t be a companion to them.” 

‘All men are not like that, are they?” Ana asked 
impulsively. 
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“They’re all the same,” Phillis said harshly. “I 
wouldn’t trust one of them. Even Anthony Hamble- 
don—those steady eyes of his will look past his wife 
at another woman some day, you mark my words.” 

Ana looked away with a sudden throb of pain 
at her heart. Was Anthony like that? and was his 
love for her just born of the fact that he and she 
could never be anything to one another? 

“Ralph was mad about me before we were mar- 
ried,” the other woman went on. “I don’t know what 
he would have done if I had refused him.” 

“I daresay he would soon have found someone else 
and been quite happy,” Ana thought cynically, but 
she said nothing. 

“Don’t you ever fall in love,” Phillis Mahon went 
on. ‘You're too nice to be made unhappy, and falling 
in love always makes you unhappy sooner or later.” 
She waited a moment, then held out ene of her use- 
less hands. ‘‘Come here,” she said. 

Ana obeyed reluctantly. 

“T like you,” Phillis said again in her direct fashion. 
“T should like to have you for a friend, or couldn’t 
you be bothered with me? I know I’m snappy, of 
course.” 

“T should be ever so much more snappy if I were 
in your place,” Ana said impulsively. ‘I think you’re 
wonderfully patient.” 

Phillis laughed bitterly. 

“Do you? You wouldn’t say that if you could see 
me sometimes. I lead Mitchell an awful life. Do you 
know, Ana—I’m not going to call you Miss Fabian 
any more, it’s so silly—do you know I believe if you 
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pricked Mitchell, her blood would be white like water, 
she’s the most colourless thing you can imagine. Some- 
times I hate her,” she added with a sharp indrawn 
breath. 

“You don’t mean that,” Ana said with determined 
cheerfulness. ““You wouldn’t know what to do with- 
out her, I’m sure. We all get tired of people if we 
see too much of them.” 

Phillis interrupted eagerly. 

“T should never get tired of you. I wish you would 
come and live with me. I’d pay you well, and I'd 
treat you well—quite differently to the way I treat 
Mitchell. Would you come? I’d pay you anything 
you liked to ask.” 

Ana drew back, her colour rising. 

“Tt’s very kind of you, but I couldn’t. I live with 
an aunt when I’m not here. She couldn’t spare me.” 

“‘She’s spared you to the Hambledons for a long 
time,” Phillis said sulkily. 

Ana laughed. 

‘Do you know that this is the first real holiday I 
can ever remember ?” she said. “Of course I’ve been 
away with my aunt sometimes for a few days, but 
that’s never a real holiday. We always go into cheap, 
uninteresting rooms and do our own work, and except 
for the fact that the sea is somewhere about, life is 
just the same as it is at home. That’s why I’m en- 
joying myself now so much.” 

“Yes, you always look perfectly happy,’ Phillis 
admitted grudgingly. “I saw you walking along 
the cliffs the other morning with Mr. Hambledon, 
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and you were both laughing as if you hadn’t a care in 
the world.” 

Ana could truthfully have answered that was how 
she always felt when she was with Anthony, but she 
only said: 

“Where were you? We didn’t see you!”’ 

“No; you were too interested in one another.” 

“Oh 2 

There was a little silence which Mrs. Mahon 
broke abruptly with the question: 

“Did Mrs. Hambledon see Ralph when she was in 
London?” 

Ana hesitated. 

“This last week-end, do you mean? I really don’t 
know. I didn’t ask her.” 

“T asked him,” Phillis said sharply. ‘“‘And he said 
he hadn’t seen her, but I don’t believe him.” 

Ana made no answer. 

“They were always together on the boat coming 
home,” Phillis complained. ‘Of course I know it 
was dull for him. I was ill all the time. I hardly went 
in to a single meal; but he need not have been with 
Mollie quite so much. People began to talk about 
ite 

“People on boats always talk about each other,” 
Ana said with scorn. “I suppose it helps to pass the 
time if they tear one another’s characters to pieces.” 

Mrs. Mahon sighed and painfully tried to change 
her uncomfortable position. 

“There were plenty of other women’s husbands 
on the boat besides mine,”’ she complained. 
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Ana did not know what to answer, but her heart 
was apprehensive as she thought of the check that 
had fluttered from Mollie’s fingers. 

“‘She’s not really bad. She’s only vain and foolish,” 
she defended Mollie to herself. ‘I must speak to 
her—I must try and warn her,” and at that moment 
Mollie and her husband came into the room. 

Mollie was wearing a new frock. 

“She must have dozens,” Ana thought blankly. 
‘“‘Where in the world does she keep them all in this 
tiny cottage?” 

“I’m so sorry. I’ve been asleep,” Mollie apolo- 
gized. She bent over Mahon’s wife as if to kiss her, 
but Phillis turned her face away. 

‘You look as if you were going to a garden party,” 
she said in rather an unfriendly voice. ‘‘I always think 
it’s such waste to dress up in a place like this. Who 
is there to care if your frock costs fifteen guineas or 
fifteen shillings?” 

Mollie laughed rather uneasily. 

“Well, there’s my husband,” she said, with a 
glance at Anthony. 

‘‘And mine, of course,” Phillis added deliberately. 
‘Ralph told me you bought lots of new things when 
you were in town this week-end.” 

Ana knew that this was a deliberate trap, but 
Mollie answered coolly enough: 

“Yes, I ran into him twice when I was shopping— 
once in Bond Street when he very kindly carried my 
parcels and took me out to lunch. Of course he told 
you re? 

“Of course. Ralph is like all men. He is delighted 


LIFE STEPS IN 47 


to carry parcels for any woman except his own wife.” 
She looked at Hambledon. ‘What do you say to 
that?” she demanded pointedly. 

“Only that I loathe carrying parcels,’ Anthony 
answered in his breezy way. 

“He'd rather pay for a taxi than carry them,” his 
wife agreed. 

“Of course it all depends whose parcels they were,” 
Phillis said nastily. 

“Exactly,” Hambledon agreed, and perhaps it ‘ 
was by accident that his eyes rested for a moment 
upon Ana. . 

And because Ana’s heart leaped to that look she 
frowned and turned away. 

“Tt’s time the General came in,” she said. 

“T’ll come with you,” Hambledon said. 

“What about me?” Mrs. Mahon demanded in- 
sistently. ““You promised you’d drive me home.” 

“T will.’ He turned at the door to smile at her. 
“You've only to tell me what time you'll be ready.” 

“Tn about a quarter of an hour.” 

“Tl bring the car.” 

He escaped hurriedly. Ana was halfway down the 
hilly road and he whistled after her as he broke into 
a run. 

“You’re in a great hurry, aren’t you?” he asked. 

“The General’s gone down to the sea, so Ellen 
says,” Ana answered, without looking at him. “He’s 
got no right down by the sea alone.” 

“Tsn’t there a proverb that says something about 
the Lord watching over children and drunken men?” 
Anthony asked teasingly. 
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Ana vouchsafed no answer. 

““Mahon’s wife is not the sweetest woman in the 
world exactly, is she ?”’ he asked after a moment. 

“She’s a good deal sweeter than J should be with 
both her afflictions,” Ana answered sharply. 

“Both her afflictions?” 

“Yes; her rheumatism and her husband.” 

Hambledon chuckled. 

“So you dislike him as much as all that?” 

“Did I ever deny it?” 

“No. You generally keep silent on the subject, I 
notice. It only proves that you and I have yet another 
taste in common, because I hate the fellow as much 
as the devil hates holy water.” 

‘What has he done to make you hate him?” 

“Nothing. It’s instinct, I suppose. There are some 
people whom one instinctively hates at first sight 
without adequate reason, just as there are some 
people whom one _instinctively—loves—at first 
sight.” 

“Also without adequate reason, I suppose,” Ana 
said sharply. 

“No; there are generally lots of reasons. Shall I 
tell you some of them?” 

‘No, thank you, and I am sure you ought to go 
back. Aren’t you going to drive Mrs. Mahon home ?” 

“Yes; will you come with us?” 

“Certainly not.” 

‘Anal! you’re not very kind to me.” 

Ana stood still, facing him desperately. 

“Don’t say such things. What’s the use? It’s no 
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use. You’re only making things worse. You're only 
making me miserable.” 

“If you knew how much I want to make you happy.” 

Her cheeks flamed and her eyes filled with tears. 

“You're unkind and mean. . . . It’s not fair. 
What would Mollie say if she knew that you—that 
I—if she knew " 

“If she knew how much I love you, you mean,” he 
added for her quietly as she broke off. 

“Pve thought of all that. I’ve asked myself a 
hundred times what she would say. I’ve made all 
sorts of plans and strong determinations’—there 
was a note of dreary mirth in his voice. “I’ve even 
made up my mind to go away and never see you again. 
I thought of sending myself a cable from Bulawayo 
ordering myself back there at once on some pretext 
or another. I thought of asking you to go home to 
your aunt.” 

“T offered to go!”’ Ana cried indignantly. 

“T know you did, and then I knew what a humbug 
I was, and that I would move heaven and earth to 
prevent your going. You see what my strong deter- 
mination was worth and always will be where you are 
concerned. I can’t imagine my life without you.” 

“You sound like a best-seller,” Ana sneered. She 
could not help trying to hurt him, because by hurting 
him she could build up some sort of a shield for her- 
self against him, and against her fear of his love. 

“T daresay you are right,” he agreed calmly, though 
his eyes were not calm. “I don’t know myself in these 
days. I don’t understand myself. I’m a different 
man.” 
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“You've got nothing to do, that’s what it is,’ Ana 
said briskly, though her heart shook. “You told me 
only the other day that you are not used to holidays, 
and that they bored you.” 

‘And you told me only this afternoon that you 
loved me,’’ Hambledon said. 

Ana turned her head sharply away, but not before 
he had seen the burning flush that rushed from her 
chin to her brow; not before he saw the desperate 
way in which she caught her trembling lip between 
her teeth. 

“Need we deliberately try to hurt one another ?” 
he asked very gently. “I tell you it’s no use fighting 
against fate. I love you and you love me, and nothing 
can alter it. I’ve known it ever since I came home and 
I’ve tried not to know it. You would not believe how 
I have fought against it, Ana.” He drew a deep 
breath. “Well, I’m not going to fight any more. It’s 
no use.” 

She faced him with desperate eyes. 

“T never thought you were dishonourable,” she 
almost sobbed. 

“Is it dishonourable to tell you I love you?” he 
asked. He shrugged his shoulders. ‘“There is no need 
to be so angry. I haven’t asked you for anything in 
return.” 

“You wouldn’t dare!” she flashed at him pas- 
sionately. 

She ran from him down the few rough steps that 
led to the narrow sea front, and Hambledon turned 
and slowly retraced his steps up the hill alone. 

Ana met the General almost immediately coming 
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happily along, singing a little song and dragging a 
long trail of seaweed behind him. 

“You're a bad lad!” she accused him breathlessly, 
for her heart was still beating fast and she could not 
control her voice. 

“It’s going to rain, and you were told to stay in 
the garden.” 

“Can’t breave in the garden,” the General said 
reproachfully. “What’s the good of being at the 
seaside, if you can’t be at the seaside?” 

Ana took his hand. He would not have allowed it 
had any of the family been looking, but as it was 
he was glad of her assistance up the steep roadway. 

They walked slowly. 

“Mollie might have taken a house at the bottom 
of the hill instead of at the top,’”’ Ana thought. 

The General’s dogged pluck always hurt her; she 
knew that he often refused assistance when he needed 
it badly. 

Once she had gently tried to explain to him that 
there was nothing unmanly or to be ashamed of in 
admitting that one was tired or that one’s poor 
little leg ached. 

The General had listened gravely, a frown between 
his eyes, then he had asked: 

“Lord Byron was lame, wasn’t he?” 

“Yes, but : 

“He was a soldier, too?” 

“Yes, but he 

“He was never tired. It says so in the book.” 

The General had a book all about famous soldiers 
which was his most precious possession. He believed 
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every word of it implicitly, and Ana knew the futility 
of arguing against it with him, but it made her heart 
ache none the less when the General dragged his 
lame leg beside her and refused even to allow his 
father to carry him. 

When they were halfway up the hill she stopped 
on the pretence of wanting to look in a shop window. 

“We looked in this one yesterday,” said the Gen- 
eral suspiciously. ‘“And we looked in it the day be- 
fore, too. Why do we always look in it?” 

A man standing close beside them turned his head 
at the words, a faint smile in his eyes, then as Ana 
looked at him, his smile deepened and he raised his 
hat. 

“Why, it’s Miss Fabian,” he said in amazement. 

““Yes—why,” Ana laughed in embarrassment. “I 
know your face quite well,” she said, “‘but I can’t for 
the life of me remember your name—it’s silly of me, 
but 

‘My name is Drake—Tom Drake. Don’t you 
remember, we met at a terrible church bazaar in 
Wimbledon last autumn? My sister was telling 
people’s fortunes, or pretending to, and I was tak- 
ing the money at the tent door.” 

“Why, of course!” It had been one of the few tiny 
episodes of something unusual in Ana’s dull life. 

‘‘How clever of you to remember my name!” she 
told him. 

“I’m here for a month’s holiday,” he answered. 
“I only came yesterday.” He glanced down at the 
General. 

“Tm staying with friends—this is their son,” 
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Ana explained. She would not have dared to say “‘their 
little boy” —the General would never have forgiven 
the indignity. 

Drake and the General shook hands gravely. 

“We live at the top of the hill—we’ve got a cot- 
tage,’’ Ana went on. “Where are you staying?” 

“At the Royal Lion, across the road there. I hope 
we shall see something of one another, Miss Fabian.” 

“T hope so, too,’’ Ana answered smilingly. 

She knew that Drake’s sister was one of the many 
people who attended the same church as Miss Sawyer, 
of whom that lady strongly disapproved. For one 
reason she was—if not actually a divorced woman— 
at any rate with no husband anywhere upon the scene, 
although she was known as Mrs. Inglis. Of course, 
like all enforced good women, Miss Sawyer believed 
the worst. 

“And anyone can see what she is,” she told Ana. 
‘Look at the paint on her face, and that disgusting 
display of lower limb!” 

Ana remembered this as she looked at Drake. 

‘And how is your sister?” she asked. 

“Very well, when I last saw her. She is at Deau- 
ville now.” 

“Well, we must be going along,” Ana said, after a 
moment. 

“May I walk with your” 

“Of course.” 

But at the top of the hill Ana stopped. 

“Don’t come any farther.” 

““May I see you to-morrow?” 


“Yes, do.” 
b 
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He half turned away, then came back. 

“T’ye got a car—nothing very much, just a two- 
seater, but if you would like a run in the country, I 
shall be only too delighted at any time e 

“There is nothing I should like better,” Ana said. 
She was not at all interested in Drake, but his sudden 
appearance would afford a means of escape from 
Hambledon. 

‘When shall we go?”’ she asked. 

“When you like. To-morrow? May I call?” 

“Yes, do. I’ll introduce my friends.” 

_ She gave him the name of the cottage. ‘‘Come at 
three, will you?” It was generally about three that 
Hambledon suggested a walk or a drive. 

Drake raised his hat and turned away. 

Hambledon met them at the cottage door. 

““You’ve been a long time,” he said. “I was think- 
ing of organizing a search party.” 

“I met a friend,” Ana answered serenely. 

‘“‘A man,” the General supplemented calmly. ‘“Was 
he a soldier?” he asked Ana eagerly. 

‘“He was, during the war,” Ana said. “I think he 
was in the Flying Corps.” 

‘Not on a horse?” the General urged, disap- 
pointedly. 

‘‘No—up in an a€éroplane.” 

‘Who is this hero??? Hambledon inquired, with 
mock irony. 

“A friend of mine.” Ana tried to open the gate, 
but he kept a hand on it, barring the way. 

‘“‘Name and address, please,” Anthony demanded, 
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smiling, though there was a faint jealousy in his eyes. 

‘**Tom Drake—from Wimbledon,” Ana told him. 
“Anything else? I don’t know his age, but I should 
say he’s about thirty-five, and he’s got a sister and a 
two-seater car—and he’s here for a month.” 

“Oh. That pleases you, I suppose.” 

“Yes. He’s taking me for a drive to-morrow.” 
She pushed at the gate ineffectually. “‘Do let us go 
in; it’s beginning to rain.”’ 

But Hambledon still held the gate. 

“You can’t go with him to-morrow—we’re all go- 
ing for a picnic,” he said. “It was arranged days ago, 
you know that.” 

“T’m sorry, but I’ve promised to go with Tom.” 

She had never called Drake by his Christian name 
in her life; she had not known what it was until 
he told her a few moments ago, but that irresistible 
impulse in her heart to hurt Hambledon drove her. 

He made no reply, but he epened the gate, holding 
it wide for her to enter. 

The General followed, talking all the time. 

“Can you drive an a’roplane if you’re lame ?—do 
you think Lord Byron could have drived an a’ro- 
plane?” 

Ana answered at random. She felt angry with 
Anthony Hambledon. 

How dared he hold the gate against her—how 
dared he tell her she could not go out with Drake! 
Not that she wanted to go—she never wanted to go 
anywhere except where Anthony was. 

“And that’s what you’ve got to get over, you 
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fool,” she told herself viciously as she sat on the 
bottom stair gently helping the General to unfasten 
the iron that held his lame leg. 

“That’s what you’ve got to tear out of your 
heart and mind.” 

“You were only just in time,” said Anthony from 
the doorway. ‘‘Look at the rain now.” 

Ana raised her eyes. 

The sky had clouded over and the rain was pelting 
down relentlessly. 

“T thought you said the fine weather was going to 
last,’ she could not resist saying, a trifle maliciously. 

“At any rate I hope it rains like the devil all day 
to-morrow,’ Hambledon answered. Ana fell inno- 
cently into the trap. 

‘““Why—whatever for?” she demanded blankly. 

“So that you can’t gallivant round Dorset with 
the Flying Corps hero,”’ Hambledon answered. 

Mollie appeared at the sitting-room door. 

“What are you two arguing about?” she asked, 
stifling a yawn, and then, catching sight of the Gen- 
eral’s long trail of seaweed, “I can’t have that 
rubbish in here. There’s no room to move as it 
is, without lumbering us up with all that stuff.” 

Ana checked a smile. 

“It won’t take up much room,” she expostulated. 
“Tl hang it in the kitchen out of the way.” 

“IT tell you I won’t have it in the place,’’ Mollie 
stormed. She always lost her temper when she could 
not immediately get her own way. 


“It’s not very wet!” the General pleaded mourn- 
fully. . 
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Mollie snatched up the trail and threw it out into 
the garden. 

“Isn’t it rather a fuss about nothing ?”? Hamble- 
don asked lightly. ‘If the General wants it 

“If the General wanted the moon you’d move 
heaven to get it for him,” his wife answered. 

She wen. back to the sitting room and shut the 
door upon them all. Ana turned to go upstairs. 

“Mollie’s tired. I’ll put the General to bed,” she 
said. 

Hambledon laid his hand over hers as it rested 
on the wooden stair rail. 

“Nothing will make any difference,” he said. 

She stood still, her hand jerking beneath his 
touch. 

“T don’t know what you mean,” she protested. 

“T mean that all the Flying Corps heroes in the 
world cannot change fate or alter facts.” 

“What facts?” 

“The fact that you belong to me,” Hambledon 
said. 

“Do I? I don’t think I do—I don’t think I ever 
shall,” Ana answered defiantly. 

But her heart shook as she went up the narrow, 
steep little staircase. 

She knew that however strenuously she might deny 
it, Hambledon had spoken the truth. In her heart and 
soul she belonged to him already, and always would. 


CHAPTER IV 
() F COURSE,” said Tom Drake cheerily, “‘it’s 


going to rain like the very devil.” 

He had just driven up to the gate of the 
Hambledons’ cottage, and Ana had come out to 
him. 

She glanced up at the sky—a gray, windy sky 
with puffy clouds scudding excitedly about. 

“T don’t mind a little rain if you don’t,” she said. 
“And we can put the hood up, can’t we?” 

“It’s going to rain,” said Mollie, who had fol- 
lowed her out. Mollie was anxious to see Drake. She 
liked all men, and secretly she was rather amazed 
that any man should wish to spend an afternoon in 
Ana’s company. She thought Ana an “awfully good 
sort and all that you know,” as she vaguely ex- 
pressed it, but that any man should be particularly 
interested in her was entirely another matter. She 
judged all women by her own standard; she thought 
that smart frocks and immaculately dressed hair 
were the only sure road to a man’s heart. 

Ana introduced her. 

“Mr. Drake, Mrs. Hambledon.” 

Mollie held out her hand and smiled. She had a 
very pretty smile, and she knew it, and made the 
most of it. 

“T tell Ana you’ll get wet to the bone,” she said. 
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“We were going for a picnic but we’ve put it off. 
I loathe picnics anyway,” she added with a grimace. 
“You sit about in uncomfortable positions, and get 
wasps all over the food, and feel thankful when 
it’s time to go home.” 

Drake laughed. 

“If one waits for the weather in this country, one 
waits forever,” he said. 

He opened the gate for Ana to come out. 

“Have you got a coat?” he asked. 

“No. Do you think I ought to bring one?” 

“Tt doesn’t matter. I’ve got mine in the car.” 

Mollie stood at the gate and watched them drive 
away, then she went back to the sitting room where 
her husband was sprawled inelegantly on the sofa. 

“Why didn’t you come out and speak to him?” she 
asked in a vexed way. “It looks so rude.” 

“T don’t suppose he wanted to speak to me,” Ham- 
bledon said with a yawn. “And I’m darned sure I 
didn’t want to speak to him.” 

“You might have been polite for Ana’s sake,” 
Mollie protested. 

She sat down beside him on the edge of the hard 
sofa. 

“What's the fellow like?” Hambledon asked. 

“Rather nice. I liked him. I wonder if he means 
anything ?”’ 

Anthony’s half-closed eyes opened with a snap. 

“What do you mean? Means anything?” 

“With Ana, of course. I should think she’d love to 
get married, and escape from that dreadful aunt of 
hers.”. 
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“There is such a thing as getting out of the frying 
pan into the fire,” Anthony said with a hard note in 
his voice. He rolled over on his side, his face to the 
wall. 

There was a little silence, then Mollie spoke his 
name timidly. 

“Tony, dear!’ She only called him Tony when 
she wanted something. 

“Well?” 

“Would you mind very much if I went to London 
again this week-end?” 

“Mind? Good lord, no!” 

She drew a little sigh of relief. 

“Though why you always want to be gadding off to 
London beats me,” Anthony added. 

She twisted a lock of his ruffled hair. 

“Well, it’s rather dull here, you must admit. It’s 
all right for you and the General; you like doing 
nothing and seeing nobody—but I don’t.” 

Anthony made no answer. 

He was hardly listening to what she said; in im- 
agination he was following Ana and young Drake 
down the hill in the little two-seater car. What were 
they talking about, he wondered ?—and what sort of 
a fellow was Drake? For the first time in his life 
he was conscious of jealousy. Ana must like the 
fellow to have gone out with him on such a threaten- 
ing afternoon. 

“I thought if I went up on Friday,” Mollie was 
ving, and he roused himself with an effort to ate 
tend. 


“Yes, go up on Friday,” he echoed vaguely. 
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“You'll be all right, won’t you?” She was still twist- 
ing his ruffled hair and he found it rather irritating. 
“Ellen will see you have everything you want, and 
there’s Ana.” 

“Oh, you're not taking her with you, then?” 

“Taking her with me!” Mollie laughed. “No, 
thank you. She would hate doing the things I do.” 

“What sort of things do you do?” he demanded 
suddenly. 

Mollie looked away from him. 

“Well, shops and theatres—Ana hates them 
both.” : 

“Does she? I’ve never heard her say so.”’ 

Mollie frowned. 

“Well, she’d hate them the way I do them, any-. 
way,’ she said lightly. She rose to her feet. ““You’re 
really rather a dear, you know,” she said, and bending 
dropped a light kiss on his forehead. “I’m going up to 
rest now,” she said and walked out of the room. 

Hambledon lay very still staring up at the ceil- 
ing. He heard his wife’s light step on the stairs, 
and then overhead. She was humming a gay little tune 
and sounded quite happy. Mollie was always happy 
when she had succeeded in getting her own way, 
he thought with a bitter sort of amusement. 

Theirs had been a queer sort of marriage. 

It was not often that he allowed himself to think 
about it or to analyze his own feelings in the matter, 
but to-day he did so deliberately. 

He remembered the strange sense of fatalism 
which had crept into his heart when Mollie’s letter 
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arrived saying that she was coming out to Rho- 
desia to marry him. 

He could remember sitting with her letter in his 
hand, looking round the bungalow, which had 
seemed sufficiently comfortable for his bachelor 
needs, and wondering what on earth she would think 
of it. In the six months that had elapsed since their 
parting in England he had—if not quite forgotten 
her—at least grown to think of her as a charming 
memory. Certainly he was not unhappy because 
thousands of miles divided them from one another. 
He had been fond of her, of course, as any man 
would be fond of a very pretty girl who took no 
pains to hide the fact that she liked him far better 
than any other man she knew. 

He had also been more fond of her than of any 
other woman he had ever known—but then he had 
not known many—but he had not loved her as a man 
should love the woman he marries, and he had always 
been conscious of the fact. 

But she had come out to him, and he had met her 
in Cape Town and married her there. 

At first it had seemed all right. 

They had stayed in the best hotel, and Mollie’s 
frocks had been quite the newest and smartest things, 
and he had been proud of her prettiness and of the 
attention she attracted. 

It had also struck him as amazing that she should 
care enough for him to be willing to leave behind 
everything she held most dear and come out to rough 
it in Rhodesia just for his sake. He had been humbly 
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grateful to her, but neither his gratitude nor his 
amazement had lasted long. 

A month after they got back to Rhodesia Mollie 
began to get homesick. She was lonely, she said, and 
bored. What was the use of having pretty clothes 
with nobody to see them? Was she to spend all her 
life buried in the wilds? 

When she knew that the General was coming, 
things grew even worse. Hambledon did not like to 
think of those days, and of the tears and reproaches 
and discontent he had to endure. 

She had wanted to go home—she had declared 
that she would die—she reiterated over and over 
again that she did not want any children. As a mat- 
ter of fact, Hambledon had not wanted children 
either. Looking back now, he supposed that alone 
showed the whole thing was wrong. If a man and a 
woman loved one another, surely it would be the 
most natural thing in the world to want a kiddie. 
Anyhow he and Mollie had not wanted one. 

Hambledon shied away from the memory of the 
General’s arrival. 

Poor little devil! There was a moisture in his eyes 
as he thought of his son. It seemed such damned 
hard luck on a kid to have to go through all the 
General had gone through, and then to be left lame 
for the rest of his life. 

It was nobody’s fault, of course, and yet at the 
back of his mind Hambledon vaguely wondered if it 
was not a sort of judgment on him and on Mollie 
because they had not really wanted him. 
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Well, there it was! these things happen, and there 
is no explaining them. 

And now after all these years they had come home, 
and he had met Ana. 

He had always known that he would like Ana. 
There was something in the tone of her letters to 
Mollie, something about the expression of her eyes 
in the only photograph he had ever seen of her, that 
had seemed to call to him. 

But Hambledon had not expected to love her! 

He had never dreamed of loving any woman ex- 
cept his wife, and yet now as he lay on his back in 
the little sitting room listening to the gay sound 
of Mollie’s voice upstairs he knew that the only 
feeling he had ever had for her was a very long way 
indeed from love. 

She had never made him feel as if his heart was 
turning over in his breast, she had never made his 
pulses race. He had never felt that nothing else 
in the world mattered if only he could be with her— 
he had never felt almost sick with jealousy when she 
went out with another man as Ana had done this 
afternoon. 

Mollie often went out with other men, and it did 
not affect him at all; even in the early days of their 
marriage, he had only laughed at her little flirtations 
and told her to amuse herself as she liked. 

But to-day 

Anthony Hambledon swung his long legs down 
from the couch almost violently and stood up. 

His face felt hot, and the little room seemed to 


LIFE STEPS IN: 65 


cramp him. He pushed open the window and leaned 
out. 

It was raining steadily now, and the sky was an 
unbroken mass of gray. 

Perhaps Drake and Ana would come back. 

What was the sense in tearing round the country 
on such a day? He went out to the front door. He 
felt restless and unhappy. He hoped Drake was a 
careful driver; there were some beastly hills round 
about Lyme. 

Supposing they had an accident? brakes wouldn’t 
act or something. With an effort he controlled his 
thoughts. 

“Like a lovesick boy,” he told himself savagely. 

He went back to the sitting room and lit a pipe. 

“Oh, don’t—you mustn't!” 

It was here in this very room that Ana had said 
those words to him, and he knew that she was right. 

He mustn’t love her, or at any rate if he could 
not help it, he must never say so again, or show it. 
He had to lock it all away in his heart and pre- 
tend. 

“Might as well tell a starving man he can’t eat,” 
Anthony muttered. He sat down on the edge of the 
table, his pipe hanging limply from between his 
teeth. 

She wasn’t in the least pretty—he had never 
thought her at all pretty——as a matter of fact, now 
he came to think of it, her appearance had meant 
nothing to him. He had not been conscious of it at 
all; he had only been conscious of her! 
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Next to Mollie he supposed nobody would have 
looked twice at Ana, and yet he—a married man 
with a son six years old—would have given his soul 
to take her in his arms, and 

“Hullo!” said the General at the door. 

Hambledon started and flushed. 

“Hullo, young man!” 

Beneath the General’s frank eyes he felt uncom- 
fortably ashamed. He turned away and made a great 
business of knocking his pipe out in the grate. 

“It’s raining,” said the General solemnly. 

“So I see.” 

“And Auntie Ana has gone out.” 

“She has.” 

“What for?” 

Hambledon shrugged his shoulders. 

“T didn’t ask her. She’s gone with the Flying 
Corps.” 

The General came into the room. 

“T’d rather ride a horse,” he said confidently. 

“What do you mean?” 

“T mean, rather ride a horse than drive an a’ro- 
plane.” 

‘Oh, I see.” 

Hambledon looked down at his small son. 

“Unfortunately we can’t all do what we like best 
in this world,” he said. 

The General sidled up closer. He only permitted 
himself to be affectionate with his father when there 
was no possibility of an audience. 

“What would you like to do best?’ he asked. 
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Hambledon looked away from the boy to the win- 
dow against which the rain was beating fitfully. 

He wondered what would happen if he answered 
truthfully: 

“Spend the rest of my life with Ana.’ Then he 
shook his shoulders and laughed. 

“What would you like me to do?” he asked, know- 
ing quite well what would come, 

The General beamed. 

“Read to me,” he said. 

“Right-oh! Get the book then.” 

The General stumped away and returned with his 
favourite book. 

“The bit about Lord Byron,” he commanded. 

But Anthony had only just found the page when 
there was a knock on the little front door. 

Father and son looked at each other inquiringly. 

“Ellen’s out,” the General announced. “‘She’s gone | 
to get some butter.” He liked to think that he was 
cognizant of the domestic workings of the cottage. 

“And your mother’s probably asleep,’ Hamble- 
don said. “So we’d better go and answer the door.” 

They went together. 

“Perhaps it’s Auntie Ana come back,” the Gen- 
eral suggested hopefully. 

“She wouldn’t knock; she’d walk in,”” Hambledon 
said, but there was a faint hope in his heart as he 
pulled back the latch, then there was a little silence. 

“Oh, it’s you, is it!”’ he said, in not a very friendly 
tone. 

Ralph Mahon stood on the step, the rain dripping 
from his shoulders. 
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“Yes. I won’t come in, thanks’—he had not been 
asked. “I only brought a message from Phillis. It’s 
such a rotten day, and looks like lasting, so she won- 
dered if you wouldn’t come down to dinner to-night. 
We can play cards or do something.” 

“T’ll ask Mollie. Come in, won’t you?” 

It was not a very pressing invitation, and Mahon 
refused. 

“I’m wet through. I’m in a hurry as well. If you'll 
just ask Mrs. Hambledon.” 

Anthony turned to the stairs, then hesitated, and 
looked back to say: 

“Miss Fabian is with us, you know. We can’t very 
well leave her at home.” 

“My wife particularly wishes Miss Fabian to 
come.” 

“Thanks. I’ll just—oh, there you are.” 

Mollie had appeared at the bend in the little 
staircase. 

“Here I am! I heard the knock, and I was just 
coming down to see who it was. Ellen’s out. Won’t 
you come in, Mr. Mahon?” 

“No, thanks. I’ve just called to bring a message 
from Phillis. She wants you all to come to dinner 
to-night.” 

‘Oh, we should love to, shouldn’t we, Anthony?” 

Hambledon muttered something unintelligible. 

“We'll expect you about half-past seven, then,” 
Mahon said. He looked at Mollie and smiled. 

He was a dark, rather sallow man somewhere 
about forty-five years of age, and he had an air 
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of determined cheerfulness which somehow did not 
ring true. 

“Shall I send the car for you?” he asked, turning at 
the gate. 

“We've got our own car, thanks,’ Hambledon 
answered. 

“You were rather curt with him, weren’t you?” 
Mollie asked uncomfortably when Mahon had gone. 
“And you might have let him send his car. It’s a closed 
one, and they’ve got a chauffeur.” 

“T prefer my own car.” 

Mollie stood at the foot of the stairs. 

“T think it’s kind of them to ask us,” she said. ““The 
cottage is deadly on a night like this. Don’t you think 
it’s kind of them, Tony?” 

“T’m not keen to go. It means dressing, I suppose?” 

“Of course.” 

“Damn it.” 

Mollie sighed and climbed the stairs again. 

“You really are very trying,’ she murmured. 

“‘They’ve asked Ana as well,’ Anthony called after 
her. 

“Of course. If she’s back in time she’ll be pleased 
to come.”’ 

“Of course she’ll be back in time,’’ Hambledon 
answered. , 

He went into the sitting room where the General 
was patiently waiting for him, and took up the book 
again, but his thoughts were all with Ana, and once, 
guite unconsciously, he stopped dead in the middle 
of a sentence, and was silent so long that the General 
touched his arm. 
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“Are you ’sleep?” he asked, amazed. 

Hambledon laughed rather shamefacedly. 

“Dreaming,” he admitted, and hurriedly went on 
with the story. 

But Ana did not come back in time to go to the 
Mahons, and at a quarter past seven Mollie declared 
they could wait no longer. 

“We must go on. Ana won’t mind, and if she’s 
too late to come to dinner, Ellen will get some supper 
for her.” 

Hambledon ran a finger round the inside of his 
collar. 

“The damn thing’s choking me,” he growled, and 
then—‘‘Something may have happened to them. It 
was a rotten ’bus. Supposing they’ve had a smash?” 

Mollie smiled serenely. 

“My dear boy, the only thing that has happened to 
them is that they are enjoying themselves too much 
to hurry back home. It’s peculiar taste, I admit, espe- 
cially on such a dreadful evening as this. I really think 
we must go now, Tony.” 

Anthony followed her to the car in silence. 

The rain had stopped, but it was cold and cheer- 
less, with a pale, watery sunset struggling to show 
itself from behind the clouds. 

Mollie shivered and drew the rugs more closely 
around her. 

“I wish you’d let Mr. Mahon send his car for us,” 
she complained. 

“I don’t like Mahon, and I don’t want his car,” 
Anthony answered obstinately. “I’m only going at 
all to please you, and because I couldn’t very well 
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get out of it. I object to favours and hospitality from 
people I don’t like.” 

Mollie flushed and bit her lip. 

““He’s been very kind to me,” she said. 

Her husband turned his head sharply and looked 
at her. 

“What do you mean—kind’ to you?” 

“Silly!” she patted his arm with her white hand. 
“Don’t be such a bear. I only mean that he was kind 
to us on the boat when the General and I came home.” 

Anthony drove on in silence for a few minutes, 
then he broke out again: “I don’t like the fellow, and 
I don’t want to know him.” 

Mollie laughed softly. 

“Tony, I believe you’re jealous,” she accused him. 

“Jealous!” There was blank amazement in his 
voice. “Jealous! of that fellow! Good God, what 
next!” 

“You're not very polite.” 

“And you’re not very complimentary to think I 
should condescend to be ‘jealous’ of a man like 
Mahon.” 

There was another silence, longer this time, which 
Mollie broke. 

“We turn to the left here,”’ she said frigidly. 

Anthony swung the car about with an impatient 
hand. He tried not to think of Ana, but his thoughts 
were all with her. Why was she so late? had anything 
happened? and if not, what the devil did Drake mean 
by keeping her out so long? 

“T'll take care she doesn’t go with the fellow 
again,” Hambledon thought savagely, then realized 
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with a sudden shock that it was no concern of his and 
that he had no control over her actions. 

And yet she had admitted that she loved him; she 
had answered: 

“You know I do,” when he had pleaded with her to 
tell him. 

“You're driving dreadfully fast,’ Mollie said sud- 
denly; she caught at his arm with nervous fingers. 
“What are you doing, Anthony? you'll have us over.” 

Hambledon brought the speed down and apolo- 
gized. “I thought we were late.”’ 

She looked up at him with resentment in her pretty 
eyes. 

“Tf you’d gone on like that we should never have 
got there at all, we should have been in the ditch,” 
she said sharply. 

Anthony laughed grimly. 

“T don’t know that it wouldn’t have been preferable 
to dinner with the Mahons,”’ he answered. 

He drew up at the Mahons’ door and stopped. 

“T’m sorry if you were frightened, Mollie,” he 
said, rather ashamedly, with a glance at his wife. 

‘Anyone would think you had been drinking,” 
Mollie answered witheringly. 

They entered the house in silence. 

“Ana not come?” was Phillis Mahon’s first ques- 
tion. She looked past Mollie with disappointed 
eyes. 

“She’s out with an attendant swain,” Mollie said 
laughingly. ““They’ve been out since quite early this 
afternoon—motoring! I left a message with Ellen, 
telling her to come on.” 


LIFE STEPS IN 78 


‘They must be very interested in one another to 
motor on such a day,” Phillis complained. 

She was beautifully dressed, and she wore some 
of the diamonds of which Mollie had spoken to Ana 
so enviously, but she looked terribly ill and there 
were lines of pain in her face which seemed doubly 
pathetic by contrast with her expensive clothes and 
jewels. 

Mollie looked at her and thought what waste it 
was. She glanced at herself in the mirror, and ached 
to see those diamonds gleaming on her own hands and 
throat. — 

When she met Mahon’s eyes, she seemed to read 
her own thoughts reflected there, and she coloured 
nervously and looked hurriedly at her husband. 

Hambledon was standing near the fire, which was 
lit not so much because the evening was cold, as 
for the sake of Phillis. She was never warm, so she 
always complained; she often declared there must be 
ice and not blood in her veins. 

Hambledon was talking to her. Like most big men 
he had a curiously gentle manner when he spoke to 
anyone ill, or to a child. 

“T particularly wanted Ana tocome,” Mrs. Mahon 
was saying peevishly. ‘‘She is like a tonic to’me. I 
wish I could have her with me always. I asked 
her the other day if she would like to come and live 
with me, but she said she could not leave her aunt.” 

Mollie laughed scornfully. 

“Ana would be only too thankful to get away 
from her aunt,” she declared. 

“Not to come to me,” Mrs. Mahon said. “I sup- 
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pose anything is better than living with a sick woman,” 
she added bitterly. 

‘“‘Now you know you’re much better, Phillis,” her 
husband said. He spoke with the patience of a bored 
man, and he frowned a little as he spoke. ‘“‘And what 
about dinner? I thought you said half-past seven?” 

“We ought to wait for Ana,” his wife declared. “It 
looks so rude to begin without her.” 

“She may not come,” Hambledon said. “And I am 
sure she would not expect you to wait for her.” 

They went in to dinner, Hambledon and Mahon 
supporting Phillis between them. Although she had 
a chair which was the easiest thing in the world to 
propel, Phillis always insisted on walking whenever 
she could, no matter how much it pained her to move. 

“Tl not give in till I’m absolutely forced to,”’ she 
said now, her eyes on Hambledon. 

“Tf that’s how you feel about it, you’ll never have 
to give in,” he assured her. “It’s pluck and courage 
that will make you well.” 

The dinner was not a success. It was not well 
cooked, and Mahon complained. 

“T do my best,” his wife answered painfully. “But 
maids are most difficult in places like this, and I have 
to take what I can get.” 

“You are too easy-going. They take advantage 
of you,” Mahon answered unfeelingly. 

Phillis flushed. 

“It’s easy enough to take advantage of a woman 
who cannot move a step without help,” she said. She 
looked again at Hambledon. ‘Perhaps I don’t 
trouble enough about things,” she apologized pa- 
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thetically. “You see, food doesn’t interest me very 
much-—there are so few things I am allowed to 
eat 

“You’ve spoiled your husband, that’s what it is,” 
Hambledon said cheerily. ‘You want to treat him 
as Mollie treats me.” 

“And how do I treat you, pray?” Mollie in- 
quired. 

“You rule me with a rod of iron,” Anthony an- 
swered with a twinkle. ‘‘All the world knows that I 
cannot call my soul my own.” 

“Such nonsense!” Mollie declared. ‘You look like 
a hen-pecked man, don’t you?” 

“At any rate, I allow you to have your own way 
in everything,” he insisted. “Did I say a word this 
afternoon when you said you wanted to go to town 
again for the week-end?” 

“Perhaps he wanted to get rid of you, Mrs. Ham- 
bledon,” Phillis said maliciously. 

“Perhaps he did,’ Mollie agreed lightly. “He 
and Ana are very great friends, you know,” she 
added smilingly, “though now it rather looks as if 
he is to be cut out.” 

“Tf I am, I shall be able to bear it with fortitude,” 
Hambledon said calmly, though he did not raise his 
eyes. 

“Who is the new admirer?” Phillis asked. 

She was pathetically interested in other people’s 
affairs—possibly because her own consisted only of 
suffering and trying to be brave. 

“Fis name is Drake—Tom Drake,”’ Mollie said. 
““He’s really rather nice.” 
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Mahon glanced up quickly. 

“Drake! Why I know the fellow! at least I’ve 
met him, and I know his sister very well indeed— 
Florrie Inglis. You remember, Phillis, we met her 
two years ago at Monte Carlo.” 

‘Yes, I remember.” There was a subtle change in 
Phillis’s voice. ‘‘Ralph has so many women friends,”’ 
she explained rather bitterly. 

“T thought she was a friend of yours,” her hus- 
band said pointedly. 
Phillis looked up, her eyes dark with jealousy. 

“Yes, J thought so too,” she answered eloquently. 

There was an uncomfortable silence. 

“T’ve never been to Monte Carlo,’’ Mollie struck 
in. ‘It must be too wonderful.” 

‘You ought to go,” Mahon said. ‘“Get Hambledon 
to take you before you go back.” 

‘No, thank you,’’ Hambledon said quickly. “I 
should loathe it.” 

Mollie sighed. 

“He won’t go anywhere I want to go,’ she 
declared. ‘“‘And yet he says I always get my own way. 
You don’t suppose it’s my choice that we’re spend- 
ing all our time in Lyme, do you?” 

“It certainly is,’ Anthony answered quietly. ‘You 
chose this place before I came home—you chose the 
cottage and settled down there before I knew any- 
thing about it. I understood that you came in order 
to be near Mrs. Mahon. Isn’t that what you told 
me?” 

It was only afterward that he remembered how 
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his wife flushed; at the time he put it down to mere 
annoyance. 

“T think you flatter us,” Mrs. Mahon said. “At 
least, you flatter me.” 

A servant came into the room. 

“If you please, sir, you are wanted on the tele- 
phone.” 

He spoke to Mahon, and Mahon rose at once. 

“Tf you will excuse me ai 

“Who can it be?” Phillis asked fretfully. “He 
gets so few calls at this house. I don’t believe half his 
friends know he is here at all.” 

“Perhaps it’s Ana,” Mollie said. ““They may have 
had a breakdown.” 

“She would hardly ring up here, would she?” 
Anthony asked quickly. 

“She might, to get them to send us a message. She 
can’t ’phone to the cottage, can she? because there 
isn’t a phone.” 

“Tt won’t be Ana,” Phillis said. She moved rest- 
lessly. “Ralph knows so many people I don’t know— 
people I’ve never heard of,” she complained. ‘Only 
the other day some woman rang him up and he was 
out, so I told Mitchell to say that J was in if she would 
care to speak to me or leave a message, and do you 
know,” she appealed to Hambledon, “she seemed 
so amazed that I don’t believe she even knew Ralph 
nad a wife.” 

Mollie laughed. 

“How very funny!” 

“You wouldn’t think it funny if you were in my 
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place,” Phillis said sharply. “Of course Ralph said 
it was all nonsense, and all my imagination, but I’m 
not so sure ”” She glanced toward the door and 
sighed. ‘What a long time he is! I wonder who it can 
be?” 

“Tf it’s a long-distance call, it takes some time to 
get through, you know,” Hambledon said. 

He spoke quietly, but his nerves were on edge 
with anxiety. Supposing it was anything to do with 
Ana ?—supposing: With a great effort he con- 
trolled himself. 

“It’s not your concern anyway, you fool,” he told 
himself, and tried to think of some other topic of 
conversation. But there seemed no other subject 
possible but Ana—nothing else in the world that 
counted. 

What was she doing? had anything happened? It 
was nearly nine o’clock, and owing to the bad weather 
it had grown dark unusually early. The dining room 
overlooked the garden, so the curtains had not been 
drawn, and outside everything looked terribly de- 
pressing. Rain was falling again, and now and then 
little fitful gusts of wind beat it sharply against 
the window. 

“And this is an English summer!’ Hambledon 
said, trying to rouse himself and speak cheerily. 

“It’s better than Rhodesia anyway,” Mollie said 
sharply. “I’d rather be here in any weather than 
out there with the hateful sun shining on nothing 
all the time.” 

“I rather loved it,’ Phillis said wistfully. “I felt 
better there than I have felt for years.” 
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. “You should have stayed longer,’’ Hambledon told 
er. 

“I wanted to,” she answered, “but Ralph said he 
must come home and of course I could not let him 
come alone.” 

Mollie’s lip curled. She could not understand how 
this woman could be so blind. As if it was not per- 
fectly patent to everyone that Ralph Mahon had long 
since wearied of his wife. 

Mahon came back into the room at that moment. 

“It’s all rather a muddle,” he said. He looked at 
Anthony. “It’s someone ringing through from a 
village the other side of Honiton, but the line is so 
bad I couldn’t hear half they said, and they rang off 
before I could ask for the number. There has been an 
accident.” 

Mollie gave a little cry. ‘Ana! I knew it!” 

Hambledon sat very still, his eyes fixed on Mahon’s 
face. ‘“Well?” he said sharply. 

“T couldn’t get the details at all,’”’ Mahon ad- 
mitted. “I did my best, but as I say, it was so in- 
distinct. Someone had been asked by Drake to ring 
me up and take a message to you. I gather it’s not 
anything serious, but they can’t get home yet, and 
they evidently thought you might be anxious.” 

“Oh, poor Ana!” Phillis said. She was on the 
verge of tears. “‘Supposing she’s badly hurt ? Someone 
ought to go.” 

“Yes, but where to?”’ Mahon asked. “I was given 
no name or address to go to. I tried to get one, but I 
suppose they couldn’t hear me any better than I could 
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hear them. I suppose I ought to have called you, 
Hambledon, but Zn 

“Yes,” Anthony agreed quietly. “It would have 
been better.” He was a little pale, but he spoke 
steadily enough. 

“I’m awfully sorry, Mrs. Hambledon,” Mahon 
apologized. “I feel that I ought to have done better. 
Perhaps if we ring up the exchange they can tell us 
where the call came from.” 

“T don’t think I should worry,’ Anthony said. 
“They would have asked one of us to go at once if it 
had been anything serious.” But his heart was beat- 
ing so fast he felt as if it must choke him. 

If anything happened to Ana 

“T think we’d better go in the other room if every- 
one has finished,” Phillis said. “I’m so cold = 

They went back to the fire and coffee was brought, 
but Anthony left his untouched. 

“It’s no use worrying,” Mollie said unkindly. 
“That is if you are worrying! It’s Ana’s own fault. 
She hardly knew the man, and she went off with him 
quite of her own free will—she can only blame her- 
self if anything has happened.” 

‘‘All the same it’s our responsibility,” Hambledon 
said. 

‘What nonsense!’’ Mollie looked angry. ‘Ana 
isn’t a child.” 

“IT quite understand how Mr. Hambledon feels 
about it,” Phillis said. “After all, she is staying with 
you.” 


“If that’s how you feel, you had better get the 
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car and go and find out where they are, Tony,” 
Mollie suggested. 

“Tm afraid it would be rather like looking for a 
needle in a haystack,’’ Mahon answered. ‘‘And really 
I don’t think things can be bad, or the message would 
have been more urgent.”’ 

But the evening was quite spoiled, and before 
eleven o’clock Mollie herself suggested they should 
go home. 

“It’s all your fault,” she accused Anthony, as they 
drove away. “I’ve never seen you so dull. If you think 
anything has happened to Ana a 

“I think Mahon was a damned fool, the way he 
took that message.” 

“‘Ana’s only got herself to thank.” 

He made no answer; he kept hoping against hope 
that when they got back to the cottage they would 
find Ana there, but it was all silent and in darkness. 

“Well, I shan’t wait up,’’ Mollie said. She was 
always ready and able to sleep when there was noth- 
ing more exciting to be done. 

“Somebody must wait,’ Hambledon said. 

“Well, you can if you feel like it, though I don’t 
see any occasion—Ana’s old enough to look after 
herself.” 

She went off to bed, and Anthony waited down- 
stairs and tried to read. But the page of the book was 
a jumbled blur and conveyed no sense, and all the 
time his ears were strained to hear the sound of foot- 
steps or of a car down the road. 

He had never known it so silent—as if everything 
were dead. When a tinpot clock in the kitchen struck 
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twelve, he gave up all pretence of reading and went 
outside. 

The rain had stopped and the clouds were scud- 
ding away, now and then showing glimpses of a 
pale, scared-looking moon. 

Once Anthony was sure he heard footsteps and a 
voice that was Ana’s; once he could have sworn a 
car turned into the street, but when he went to the 
gate there was no sign of anything. 

He stood there looking up at the moon and try- 
ing to steady himself. Absurd for a man of his age to 
be so shaken; a man nearing middle age and married. 

It must be just imagination that if he never saw 
Ana again there would be nothing left in life; it 
must be a form of hysteria that made him want to 
rush out into the road and call her name frantically 
into the silence. 

If only he had gone to the ’phone himself—if 
only. God! the whole of life seemed made up of 
one great “‘if only ”’ Then a car turned the cor- 
ner of the street, slowed down, and stopped at the 
gate. 

“Ana ie? 

He thought he cried her name aloud, but no 
sound passed his lips. Then he heard her voice. 

“Have you waited up for me? Oh, but you 
shouldn’t have done! Didn’t you get the message? 
We rang through to Mr. Mahon.” 

“Yes, but it was all so indistinct.” His voice was 
hoarse with the effort he made to control it. He 
looked past her to the car. ‘“Where’s Drake?” 

‘“Hle’s in hospital at Honiton? Didn’t they tell 
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you?” Ana sounded upset and shaken herself now. 
“We had an accident—they promised to explain 
to you. The car skidded and turned over. I wasn’t 
hurt—at least, only bruised, but poor Tom has 
broken his arm and shoulder. I had to wait and see 
he was all right. I am so sorry if you have been 
worried. Where is Mollie?” 

“Gone to bed.” 

“Oh pe 

There was a little silence, then Ana turned to the 
man who had driven her. 

“Thank you so much. I shall be coming in to 
Honiton to-morrow and I will see you again. Good- 
night, and thank you again.” 

“Good-night, miss.” 

The man turned away, and Ana followed Ham- 
bledon into the cottage. 

“Who is that man?” Anthony asked. 

He was not in the least interested, but it was 
something ordinary and commonplace to say. 

“A man from a garage who drove me in.” 

“He ought to have been paid.” 

“T have paid him.” 

“T could have offered him a drink.” 

Ana laughed. She was tired and unstrung and on 
the verge of tears. 

“TI am sure he was a teetotaler,” she said almost 
hysterically. ‘All the way home he’s been telling me 
about his old mother, and how she brought him up 
on cocoa and texts.”’ 

‘Where are you going?” Anthony asked sharply, 
for she had turned at once to the stairs. 
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“To bed, of course—it must be nearly time to get 
up.” 

Wait a minute. I want to make sure you are all 
right.” 

“Of course I’m all right.” 

She would have gone on, but he took her arm and 
led her into the sitting room. 

“lave you had any food? Let me get you some 
brandy?” 

“T’ve had everything I want. They were very 
kind to us at the hospital.” 

“Why didn’t you send for me?” 

“What was the need? You couldn’t have done 
any good. I told them particularly not to let you 
know where we were.” 

“You didn’t care how worried I was.” 

Ana shrugged her shoulders, then winced. 

“Ugh! I forgot my bruises.” 

“You are badly hurt.” 

“Of course I’m not. I shall be all right in a day 
or two, but it was a narrow shave—lI thought it 
was all up.” 

“Drake must be a damned fool.” 

“Don’t be absurd! It wasn’t his fault. Nobody 
could have helped a skid on those roads. They were 
like black grease.” 

“Tf you had been hurt a 

“Well, I’m not, but I’m tired. Good-night—thank 
you for waiting up for me. I hope we shan’t wake 
Mollie.” 

“She sleeps through everything,” Hamble- 
don said impatiently. ‘“Ana—wait a minute—lI 
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want ” He caught her arm with a not too gentle 
hand, and she cried out 

“Oh! you hurt me!” 

“I’m so sorry, my dear—let me see. Why, you’re 
all bandaged—and they’ve cut your sleeve away.” 

“They had to—you see ”” Suddenly her tears 
overflowed. “It’s silly to cry. It doesn’t hurt much 
now, but I’m tired.”’ She groped for a handkerchief 
in her coat pocket. “I haven’t got one. It’s Tom’s 
coat, anyway. I didn’t take mine.’”’ She looked up 
at him with a trembling smile. “I know I’m an awful 
fool,” she apologized in a broken whisper. “But it 
was all rather—dreadful—they took so long getting 
him out from under the car, and I thought he was 
dead.” 

She began to sob. “I never cried or gave them any 
trouble at the time’—she defended herself 
tremulously. “But now it’s all over—oh, don’t look 
at me like that.” 

“Ana {?? 

Hambledon was not conscious of having spoken 
her name, was not conscious of making any move- 
ment toward her, and yet somehow she was in his 
arms, her face buried in his shoulder, his cheek against 
her hair. 

And then, for a moment, time and everything was 
forgotten, and the one flashing thought in Hamble- 
don’s mind was: 

“T must kiss her now even if I die for it—I must 
kiss her, whatever happens, I must 4 

And he turned her tear-wet face up to his and their 
lips met. 


CHAPTER V 
A NA went into Mollie’s bedroom the follow- 


ing morning before she was dressed. 
Anthony had gone down to bathe as 
usual, but for the first time he had not knocked at 
Ana’s door or asked her to go with him. Ana had 
been wide awake and had heard him go out. The 
pain in her arm had kept her awake all night. 

“Not that it’s anything compared with the pain 
in my heart,” she told herself grimly as she dressed 
with difficulty. 

Mollie was lying in bed looking very picturesque, 
with a tea tray beside her. 

“Hullo!” she said. She sat up, leaning on one 
elbow. “I hear you’ve tried to kill yourself. Oh, Ana, 
your poor arm, does it hurt very much?” 

“It’s a bit sore. Tom Drake got the worst of it— 
a broken arm and shoulder.” 

“So Tony said. I’m sorry I didn’t wait up for 
you last night, but I was so tired.” 

“It didn’t matter. Mr. Hambledon was very kind. 
He offered me brandy and all sorts of things.” 

Ana laughed a little hysterically. Last night 
seemed like a dream in the sane light of morning— 
a beautiful dream which could never come again. 

“It’s a mercy you were not killed,’ Mollie said. 
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“Yes.”” Ana sat down on the side of the bed. ‘‘Pre- 
pare for a blow!” she said with mock tragedy. 
“I’m going home. Really and truly, this time.” 

“What!” 

“Yes, it’s a true story. There was a letter from my 
aunt last night. I daresay you saw it.” 

"Yes." 

“She’s ill; she wants me back. Now it’s no use 
making a fuss, Mollie. I don’t want to go, but I’ve 
got to. Perhaps when she’s better I’ll come back, but 
I must really go.” 

“When?” 

“To-day.” 

Mollie flushed with annoyance. 

“T call it mean of you,” she protested. 

“T’m sorry. I’ve had a perfectly lovely time, 
but @ 

“You’re tired of us—you’ve been bored.” 

“Bored!” Ana made a little grimace. “If you 
think I’ve been bored here, how bored do you im- 
agine I shall be in Wimbledon?” 

Mollie caught her hand. 

“There’s some other reason. You’re hiding some- 
thing from me.” 

“Of course I’m not.” 

“Ana, it’s something to do with Mr. Drake?” 

To Mollie’s way of thinking all trouble was directly 
or indirectly to do with a love affair. 

Ana laughed and shook her head. 

“Silly! of course it’s not. I hardly know the man.” 

“Where is he?” 

“Tn hospital at Honiton. I shall go over this morn- 
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ing and see him, and then go home by the afternoon 
train.” 

“Does Tony know?” 

Ana flushed. ‘“‘Why on earth should he?” she de- 
manded angrily. “‘What in the world has it got to 
do with him?” 

“Nothing, only as I’m going away for the week-end, 
he’ll hate being left here without anyone to talk 
to.”’ As usual Mollie only thought of herself. 

“T can’t help that,” Ana said bluntly, though she 
dared not meet Mollie’s eyes. ““There’s breakfast!” 
she added with relief, as a bell tinkled through the 
house. She got up. 

“T’m really awfully sorry I can’t stay, Mollie,” she 
said earnestly. ‘I would if I had only myself to 
consider.” That was the truth anyway, she thought 
with a sort of savage pain. 

“T think you’re perfectly mean,”’ Mollie said again. 
“You'll go on considering that old woman to your 
dying day, and then it will be too late for you to have 
a good time or enjoy yourself.” 

“That won’t worry me very much,” Ana said 
hardily. She hesitated a moment, then asked, ‘‘Mollie, 
will you be very cross with me if I say something— 
something rather personal?” 

“Personal ?”’ Mollie did not raise her eyes. 

““Yes—it’s about—about Mr. Mahon, Mollie.” 

“Well?” 

Mollie looked up now, defiantly. 

“Well?” she said again. 

Ana’s eyes were full of trouble. 

“Do be careful, Mollie,” she begged. 
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Mollie laughed. 

‘““My dear soul! just because he gives me pres- 
ents ”? 

“It’s more than that, Mollie, you know it is.” 

Mollie flung over on her side angrily. 

“T won’t be preached at,” she said. “I’ve never had 
a good time. I[’ve been stuck out in that hateful 
country all these years with nobody to talk to but 
Anthony and a handful of farmers, and now because 
I want a little fun 

“Nobody minds you having a little fun.” 

“T don’t care if they do, I’m going to have it. I like 
Ralph Mahon.” 

“T don’t; I hate him,’’ Ana said panty. 

Mollie turned over, her pretty eyes angry and sus- 
picious. 

“What do you mean? You’ve been talking about 
me to Anthony?” 

“T never talk to him about you. You know I never 
should.” 

“T don’t know what on earth you do talk to him 
about,’ Mollie said pettishly. “‘He never seems to 
have a word to say when he’s with me.” 

Ana made no answer. | 

“Don’t preach, there’s a good soul,’’ Mollie said 
coaxingly. “I’m awfully fond of you, you know that— 
I’d do anything to help you if you wanted me to, in 
any way.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“T mean, with a love affair—this Mr. Drake, or 
anyone else.” 


“Oh, I see!” Ana laughed bitterly. “I don’t think 
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I’m at all likely to want that sort of help,” she said. 
She stood looking at Mollie silently for a moment, 
then she turned away. “‘I’ll go and give the General 
his breakfast,’ she said. She went slowly downstairs 
and into the tiny sitting room. Anthony had not come 
back from the sea, for which she was thankful. The 
memory of last night filled her with mingled joy and 
terror. 

Anthony had said, ‘“‘I love you—I have never loved 
any woman in my life but you.” 

All night she had seemed to feel the clasp of his 
arms around her, and the touch of his lips upon hers, 
and all the time her conscience had cried shame upon 
her. 

A married man! Her friend’s husband! The father 
of the General whom she adored. 

“Well, I’m going away, and that will end it,’”’ she 
told herself, as she gave the General his porridge and 
listened to his incessant chatter. 

The tide being low, so the General informed her, 
he was going to have a battle with his soldiers on the 
sands. 

“My father is coming to play,” he told Ana, his 
solemn eyes upon her preoccupied face. 

Small boy as he was, the General always alluded 
to Anthony in the dignified terms of ‘‘my father.” 

“And you may come, too, if you like,’ he added 
kindly. 

‘Thank you, but I’m going somewhere else,” Ana 
answered. 

“To see the man who hurted your arm?” the Gen- 
eral asked. He had been very concerned about Ana’s 
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accident—he told her she looked as if she had been 
wounded in battle—“‘Only, of course, you can’t have 
been, as you’re not a man,” he added. 

“Tve been wounded in battle all right, only not the 
kind you mean,” Ana said cynically, and she thought 
of last night. She had believed that her love for 
Anthony was going to bring them both such happiness, 
and instead she had already discovered that it could 
bring nothing but pain and separation. 

“Running away may save things for Mollie,” she 
thought, as she sat with her untouched breakfast 
before her. “But it won’t save anything for me.” 

Then she heard Anthony’s step in the little garden, 
and a moment later he was in the room. 

He looked very fresh and bronzed, and his colour 
deepened as he met her eyes. 

““Good-morning,” he said. ‘“‘How’s the arm?” 

“T hardly feel it, thank you,’’ Ana answered un- 
truthfully. “But I wasn’t quite up to a swim.” 

“The water was a bit cold,” he agreed. “Hullo, 
young man!” 

The General had finished his meal, and was asking 
to be allowed to get down. 

“There’s a battle this morning,” he said to his 
father. 

“To be sure. Shall we let Auntie Ana play, too?” 

“I’ve another engagement,” Ana said swiftly. 
“T’m going to Honiton.” 

“Won't that do this afternoon?” 

“No, I’m going home this afternoon.” She dared 
not look at Hambledon as she spoke; she rattled on— 
“My only relative is not well, and needs my kind 
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attention. It seems a pity, but there you are.” 

There was a tense silence, then Anthony said, a 
harsh note of pain in his voice: 

“Tt’s only cowards who run away, isn’t it, Gen- 
eral ?”’ 

“There aren’t any cowards in my army,” the Gen- 
eral answered proudly; he hung round his father’s 
chair. ““‘When will you be ready?” he asked anxiously. 

“Not till after lunch,”’ Anthony said firmly. “I’m 
going to take Auntie Ana into Honiton in the car.” 

“Such nonsense!’ Ana cried out indignantly. “TI 
can take the bus from the Lion is 

“T shall take you in the car,” Anthony said again. 
The General did not argue; he recognized the tone of 
finality in his father’s voice. 

“After lunch is a long way off,” was all he said 
rather disconsolately as he dragged himself out of 
the room. There was an unbroken silence after he 
had gone. Anthony went on with his breakfast im- 
perturbably, and Ana watched him with a fast-beat- 
ing heart. 

He seemed so unmoved that she was almost 
tempted to believe last night had been all a dream. 

During the long wakeful hours she had made up 
her mind that she would never again be so weak, 
never again allow him to kiss her or to say the many 
wonderful things he had said last night, and yet as 
she sat there trying to behave naturally and to look 
quite unconcerned her heart was racing so that she 
could hardly breathe, and she knew that Anthony 
would only have to hold out his hand to her for all 
her strong resolutions to break down ignominiously. 
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Then presently he said: 

“What time would you like to go?” 

“Any time that suits you.” 

“Tn half an hour, then. I'll go and tell Mollie.” 
He went up to his wife’s room. 

“Of course Ana has told you she is going away?” 
was her greeting. 

yes.” 

“Such absurd nonsense! She’s a slave to that nasty 
old woman. Anthony, can’t you persuade her to 
stay?” 

“I don’t flatter myself that I can persuade her if 
you can’t.” 

“But surely you might try?” 

“Tf she wants to go, she must. I’m going to drive 
her over to Honiton this morning to see that fellow 
Drake. Will you come?” 

“No, thank you, I hate hospitals and sick people,” 
Mollie said with a shiver. ““When are you going?” 

“In half an hour.” 

“You'll be back to lunch?” 

“Ves,” 

Anthony turned at the door to look at his wife. 

“Why don’t you get up, it’s such a lovely morning,” 
he asked impatiently. 

“I’m going to get up now,” Mollie answered. 

He went out, shutting the door behind him. 

Mollie was nearly dressed when she heard her 
husband bring the car to the door. She pushed the 
window wide open and leaned out. 

“Are you going? What a lovely morning! I shall 
go down to the sands and find the General, I think.” 
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“Why don’t you come with us?” Ana asked. She 
was in the little front garden looking up at Mollie’s 
window, and her eyes were rather anxious. 

“I’m not keen on motoring after your experience 
yesterday,” Mollie answered, laughing. ““Mind Tony 
doesn’t finish you this time.” She waved to them as 
they drove away, then she put on her hat and went out. 

But she did not go down to the sands as she had 
said; she turned in the other direction toward the 
Mahons’ house. Ralph Mahon was standing at the 
gate when she reached it. 

“T was just thinking about you,” he said. He came 
out to meet her. “I was coming along to hear how 
Miss Fabian got on last night.”’ 

“And I was just coming to tell you about it,”” Mollie 
answered. “She was really very lucky! She only 
bruised her arm, but Mr. Drake is in hospital with a 
broken shoulder and arm.” 

“Poor devil!” 

Mahon strolled along beside her. 

“Ts Phillis in?’ Mollie asked. 

‘Yes, but she had a bad night, and she is not up. 
Shall we go for a walk?” 

Mollie hesitated. 

“I was going down to the sands to the General.” 

“I am sure he doesn’t want you,” Ralph Mahon 
said. He smiled down at Mollie rather familiarly. 
“J am sure, at any rate, that he does not want you as 
much as I do.” 

Mollie turned her head away. 

“I don’t like compliments,” she said. 

“Sorry. I thought you did.” There was a cool note 
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of amusement in his voice. He looked swiftly round 
to see if the road was deserted, then he took her 
hand. 

“I haven’t seen you alone for an eternity,” he said. 

Mollie freed herself gently. 

“Please don’t—supposing anyone saw us?” 

“There is nobody to see.” He took her hand again 
and raised it to his lips. ““You’re not very kind to me, 
Mollie.” She laughed. She cared nothing for this 
man, but only for what he could give her. 

“You forget I have a husband,” she said lightly. 

“T wish I could forget it.”’ 

They went a little way in silence, then Mollie said: 
“Ana is going home to-day. Her nasty old aunt is ill. 2 
He looked at her quickly. 

“Are you glad?” 

“Glad!? Mollie shrugged her shoulders. “She 
looks after the General for me, and she seems to 
amuse Anthony.” 

“Yes, I’ve noticed that.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“That she seems to amuse Hambledon.” 

“Tt’s more than I can do, at any rate.” 

“T often wonder why on earth you married him,” 
Mahon said impatiently. 

Mollie bit her lip. She rather enjoyed posing as a 
misunderstood and not very happy wife, and yet she 
was conscious of a twinge of pain at this man’s words. 
She had married Anthony Hambledon for love, and 
for nothing else, and yet during the past few months 
she had almost completely forgotten it. 

Anthony was not sufficiently exciting; at times even 
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he bored her and she had been glad to leave him to 
Ana. Strange how one altered, she thought, and she 
glanced at Mahon from beneath her long lashes. 

She envied Phillis her husband because he was rich, 
but for no other reason. Mollie was selfish and 
ambitious, but like most women of her type she had no 
real courage. There were times when she wished she 
had never met Mahon; there were times when she was 
afraid of him. She was a woman who could not play 
fair in the game of life; she was never anxious to 
fulfil her share of a bargain. There had been nothing 
between her and Ralph Mahon but admiration on his 
side and vanity on hers. 

She did not see why she should not take clothes and 
presents from him if he wished to give them to her. 
His own wife was an invalid, and Anthony—well, 
Anthony never objected to anything she did. Some- 
times, when she thought seriously about it, it was a 
source of anger to Mollie that Anthony troubled so 
little what she did; out in Rhodesia she had had one 
or two quite serious flirtations with men—chiefly 
because she had not been able to find anything better 
to do, but the only comment Anthony had made was: 

“I can’t see anything in the chap myself, but if you 
like him—well!”’—and he had shrugged his should- 
ers. 

Anthony was like all husbands, Mollie told herself 
cynically; once they had got you they took everything 
for granted. There was no excitement, no real ap- 
preciation. In her heart she considered that she had 
thrown herself away on Hambledon; she did not find 
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it convenient to remember that but for her own 
determination they would never have married at all. 
She had been the hunter, not he—he had gone back 
to his wilds and his loneliness, content to leave her 
behind. 

““Let’s go along the cliff path,” Mahon said. 

Mollie hesitated; this morning her thoughts were 
not very tranquil, and she could not understand why. 

“T don’t think I ought to,” she said. 

He stopped and looked at her impatiently. 

““Why not?” he asked. ‘“‘Where is Hambledon?” 

“He’s taken Ana to Honiton to see Mr. Drake.” 

piace.” 

She heard the note of amusement in his voice with- 
out quite understanding its cause, and she said 
hurriedly: 

“Very well, I'll come.” 

They turned to the right, through the fields and up 
the path to the cliff. It was a deserted little path, just 
wide enough for two to walk together. 

“T am going to town again on Friday,” Mollie said 
suddenly. Mahon smiled lazily. 

“Ts that an invitation ?”’ he asked. 

She flushed and turned to look at him sharply. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Only that I hoped you meant you would like to see 
me there, too.” 

Her eyes grew indignant. 

“I really don’t care if I see you there or not,” she 
said haughtily. 

He laughed. 


98 LIFE STEPS IN 


“Come, Mollie, that’s not the truth and you know 
it. What’s the matter with you this morning? You're 
like a little bear.” 

“Nothing, only: 0 

He put his arm round her, drawing her to a stand- 
still. 

“You can’t have it all your own way, you know,” 
he said masterfully. ‘You're like all vain women— 
willing to take, but not willing to give.” 

“Let me gos” 

“Yes, when you’ve kissed me.” 

“T don’t want to kiss you, I 

He released her and stood back. 

“T read your note last night,” he said. 

“Yes.”’ Her eyes were afraid. 

“You asked me to lend you some more money. 
What is it for this time? Clothes or gambling ?” 

“You put things so brutally,” she almost sobbed. 

He frowned. 

“Very well; you had better tell Hambledon and 
ask him to pay your debts.” He walked on a step with 
assumed indifference, and after a moment she fol- 
lowed. 

“Ralph!” 

“Well?” 

‘Please don’t be angry with me.” 

He stood still, waiting for her. 

“I’m not angry, but I suppose even you will admit 
that this is all rather a one-sided business.” 

“I thought we were friends.” 

Mahon made no answer to that, he just looked at 
her, and Mollie shivered and turned her pretty eyes 
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away to the sea which was shimmering blue in the 
morning sunshine, and she thought suddenly of the 
day Hambledon had met her at Cape Town—how 
happy she had been, how wonderful the world had 
seemed. And now, after just these few years, it had 
all gone, the romance and the great looking forward 
to her life with him; they were just an ordinary mar- 
ried couple like all ordinary married couples, and 
there was nothing more wonderful about their mar- 
riage than there was about any other marriage in the 
world. 

“Life is horrible! so disappointing,’ Mollie 
thought, and failed to see that she had only herself 
to blame, and her own inordinate vanity and love 
of admiration. 

Well, if Anthony was tired of her, this man was 
not, she thought with a thrill of foolish pride, and 
she turned and smiled up at him. 

“You may kiss me if you want to,” she said. 


CHAPLER Vi 


OLLIE was late for lunch. 
M She arrived flushed and breathless to find 
old Ellen at the cottage gate looking anx- 
iously down the road. 

“T’ve been wondering what had happened to every- 
one,”’ she said in the privileged, scolding way of an 
old servant. ‘Nobody in but me and Master Robert.” 

She alone of all the household never called Ham- 
bledon’s son “‘the General.” 

““A heathenish name given to the dear lamb by a 
heathen,” so she protested indignantly. 

“Tsn’t Mr. Hambledon in?” Mollie asked quickly. 
She felt relieved. ‘“Well, we won’t wait lunch, we'll 
have ours.” 

She went up to her room and Ellen disappeared 
kitchenward muttering something about ‘‘Me wait- 
ing here with a hot joint and all ” Mollie shut 
the door of her bedroom and threw her hat down on 
the bed. She stood for some moments staring blankly 
before her, then quite suddenly she began to cry. 

“I think life is hateful, hateful,” she sobbed pas- 
sionately. Mollie always blamed life for her own 
mistakes, and this morning for the first time she had 
dimly realized that perhaps her friendship with Ralph 
Mahon had been unwise. 
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It had grown at such a rapid and unexpected rate. 
Before she could realize it she had found that an 
ordinary acquaintance had turned into something 
which she was incapable of keeping within bounds. 
From being an extremely courteous admirer, Mahon 
had become masterful and possessive. 

As a man he did not attract Mollie, but he had 
played upon the strings of her vanity with skilful 
fingers and had gratified her wish for expensive gifts 
until now she was terrified at the extent of her own 
liabilities to him. 

‘They had parted excellent friends that morning 
and he had told her not to worry. He had told her to 
forget the money she had borrowed from him and 
that it had been his pleasure and delight to help so 
charming a lady out of small unimportant difficulties. 

“But I shall have to; I must pay you back,” Mollie 
had insisted. Mahon shrugged his shoulders. 

“Very well. At any time convenient to you,” he 
had murmured, and Mollie had kept an appalled 
silence, knowing full well that such a time could never 
come. 

Where could she get five hundred pounds? Her 
only hope would be an appeal to Anthony. 

“And he would kill me—or Ralph!” Mollie 
thought in despair. She was secretly rather thrilled at 
the possibility of rousing her husband to passionate 
jealousy; she loved sensation of any kind. Her tears 
were only those of self-pity. 

Hambledon was not a rich man. Nobody knew 
- better than his wife what a struggle it had been to 
reach even their present state of prosperity. Five 
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hundred pounds would be almost as difficult for 
Anthony to find as it was for her. 

“Something will turn up,” she tried to assure her- 
self. “Something always turns up.” 

But her indebtedness to Mahon was not the only 
thing that distressed her; there was another unpleas- 
ant memory which was not so easy to dismiss. 

Coming back along the cliff path that morning 
Mitchell, Phillis Mahon’s maid, had overtaken and 
passed them. 

Mollie disliked Mitchell and feared her. 

‘She makes me shudder,” she had often told Ana. 
“There is something uncanny about her. She walks 
so silently, too, like a cat hunting a bird.” 

She had said something to that effect to Mahon 
after Mitchell had wished them a respectful good- 
morning and gone on her way. 

Mahon had only laughed. 

“Nonsense! the woman’s perfectly harmless. If 
she wasn’t so useful to Phillis I wouldn’t keep her 
about the place, I admit. She gets on my nerves, but 
as for anything else Me 

“I don’t believe she is half such a fool as she 
pretends to be,” Mollie had protested nervously. 
“And I am sure she hates me.” 

“Hates you! Why on earth should she hate you?” 

“Because she is so fond of Phillis,’”” Mollie said. 

“Oh, I see!” Mahon laughed amusedly. ‘‘Well, 
there is no need for you to worry. I am perfectly 
capable of managing a dozen Mitchells.” But Mollie 
was not so confident. 

Supposing the woman had deliberately followed 


LIFE STEPS IN 103 


and watched them? Supposing Phillis had sent her? 

Mollie knew well enough that Phillis was jealous 
of every woman to whom her husband paid any 
attention. 

Supposing Mitchell had seen Ralph kissing her? 
Supposing—oh, supposing a hundred and one things 
against which until this moment Mollie had fondly 
imagined herself secure? 

The tears flowed fast down her cheeks, but they 
were not tears of regret, but only tears of rage that 
she could not bend Fate to her will. 

She heard a car coming along the road, and a 
moment later drawing up at the gate, and she hastily 
dried her tears and bathed her eyes. Now there 
would be Ana and Anthony to face, and Ana was so 
observant even if Anthony had long enough ago lost 
interest in his wife’s tears. Perhaps seven years had 
taught him exactly how much or how little they were 
worth. 

“Tt’s all his fault, anyway,’ Mollie defended her- 
self bitterly. ‘If he’d been different, more loving and 
attentive, none of this would ever have happened.” 

What she really meant was if he had been richer, 
but Mollie was never honest with herself. 

A mgment later Anthony called to her from the 
little hallway. 

“Anyone in? Lunch is waiting.” 

Mollie went slowly downstairs. 

She did not want to meet her husband and she did 
not want any lunch; she did not want anything. She 
was thoroughly wretched in the way that a spoiled 
child is thoroughly wretched if for once its will is 
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crossed. Anthony and the General were at the table 
alone when she entered the room. Mollie stopped 
in the doorway. 

““Where’s Ana?” she asked blankly. 

“T left her at the hospital. She’s coming back by 
train after lunch, and going up to town to-night by 
the six o’clock,”’ Anthony answered calmly. ‘‘Drake’s 
rather bad, and she wanted to stay with him.” 

“T knew there was something between them,” 
Mollie said triumphantly. “If there wasn’t she 
wouldn’t be so attentive to him. I didn’t believe her 
when she told me they had only met once before.” 

“Does it matter either way?’ Hambledon asked. 

“She’s not behaving well to us at all,” Mollie 
scolded. ‘‘Running away at a moment’s notice and 
leaving me.” 

“My dear girl, you talk as if she were a paid 
servant.” 

“Well, it hadn’t cost her anything to stay here. 
She’s only suited herself,’’ Mollie snapped. 

She always got unpleasant when she was seriously 
upset. 

Hambledon made no answer but he coloured a 
little with annoyance. 

“T wish I could go with Auntie Ana,” the General 
said wistfully. 

“Well, then, you can’t,” his mother snapped at him. 
“And don’t speak when you’re not spoken to.” 

The General glanced at his father for sympathy, 
but Anthony was staring down at his plate with pre- 
occupied eyes. 
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The morning had seemed like a dream. He and Ana 
had said so little, and yet it had meant so much. 

Ana had tried to avoid direct conversation, but 
once outside the town Anthony had turned the car 
into a side lane and stopped the engine. 

“Tf you are going back to London to-night we have 
got to have this thing out,” he said determinedly. 

“What's the use? There’s nothing to say,” Ana 
protested wildly. “I behaved like a fool last night. 
I was upset and silly—if you were a sportsman you 
wouldn’t remind me of it.” 

“Remind you of what? That you love me and that 
I love you. Don’t be a coward, my dear.” 

And suddenly she had given in. 

“Very well; what do you want to say?” 

He had sat with his arms resting on the driving 
wheel, not looking at her when he answered. 

“Last night after you had gone to bed, I thought 
the whole thing out, Ana. I don’t know why it has been 
allowed to happen. I’m not a man who likes trouble. 
I’m not a man who has gone about looking for—well, 
for affairs with women. I never looked for this. It 
just happened before I knew it and it can never be 
undone. I suppose I ought to have behaved like the 
approved hero of a novel and not said anything to 
you about it, but that was impossible, and I’m glad 
I told you. But you knew without being told, didn’t 
you?” 

“Yes.” 

He turned his head quickly, looking down at her, 
and she smiled, though there were tears in her eyes. 
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“It seems so silly,” she tried to explain stumblingly. 
‘When I am with you alone it doesn’t seem possible 
that you are really married—it seems somehow as if 
—as if M 

For a moment Hambledon lost his self-control. 

“Tf it wasn’t for the General,’ he broke out 
hoarsely. 

“Yes—if it wasn’t for the General,” Ana agreed, 
and then for a moment they were both silent. It was 
Ana who spoke first, trying to hide her distress. 

‘‘And so in the words of the old song, ‘You will go 
back to your life, and I shall go back to mine,’ ”’ she 
said with an attempt at levity. “I used to think those 
words were so silly, but now—I don’t. You will go 
back to Rhodesia—how many miles away is it ?— 
and I shall go back to Wimbledon, and turn into an 
old maid devoted to good works like Aunt Hilda— 
and all this will seem like a dream—if we—ever— 
meet again.” 

“We shall meet again.” 

Ana cried out fiercely: 

“T hope we never shall. It’s not fair—I’ve never 
had any real happiness until now, and now— 
now. . 

“You would have been happy with me, Ana?” 

She could not answer, and he urged again: 

“Say you would have been happy with me. Don’t 
let’s deny one another the few memories which will 
be all that is left to us.” 

She turned away from the pain in his eyes. 

“It would have been—Heaven,” she whispered. 

They had not said much more. There had been no 
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question of the future, no hope of happiness to come, 
not even a good-bye kiss. As they had both said— 
there was the General. 

But now as Anthony sat at the table listening to 
Mollie’s petulant voice his heart was hot with rebel- 
lion. 

Life was unjust—why did it give a thing with one 
hand only to take it away with the other? Why did 
the mistakes of one’s early youth always exact such 
heavy payment? 

It had been almost easy to say to Ana: 

“Nothing can ever make any difference. You will 
always know and I shall always know how much we 
love one another.” 

It would be poor consolation once they were 
separated. Easy enough to think of a parting while 
she was still near him—what would it be like when 
she had really gone? 

“What are you thinking about?” Mollie asked 
sharply. “I’ve spoken to you twice and you haven’t 
answered.” 

“I’m sorry. I was wondering about something. 
What did you do this morning ?”’ 

“What do you imagine I did? There isn’t anything 
to do in this deadly hole. I just wandered about.” 

“It’s a deadly hole of your own choosing,” Ham- 
bledon said. To his amazement Mollie burst into 
tears. 

“Y ou’re a brute, and I hate you,” she said passion- 
ately and ran out of the room. 

The General looked after his mother with wide 
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eyes. He waited till she had slammed the door, then 
he turned to his father. 

“Can I have some more pudding?” he asked in a 
solemn whisper. Hambledon roused himself with an 
effort and laughed. 

“Lucky boy, to have nothing more than a second 
helping of pudding to worry about,” he said. 


CHAYP-LER Vit 
A NA went back to London en the six o'clock 


train. 

It was a glorious evening with wonderful 
sunset tints in the sky and the softest breeze stirring 
the surface of the sea. 

Ana stood for a long time at the window of her 
little room, trying hard to keep up her courage and 
behave as if nothing unusual were happening. But 
every time she heard Anthony Hambledon’s voice 
downstairs or his laugh or his step, something in her 
heart seemed to quiver as if with exquisite pain. 

“You’re doing the only possible and decent thing,” 
she told herself again and again. “Don’t be a fool 
and a cad. You'll get over it, and in a short time 
you'll be laughing to remember how sick you felt just 
because one man 4 

And then the tears welled up into her eyes once 
more and she had to begin fighting the battle all 
over again. 

There would never be a day when she could laugh 
when she thought of Anthony; there would never be 
a day when she felt less desolate and afraid of the 
future than she did now. 

But she had got to go. Her box was already in the 
car at the gate, and the little room where she had 
slept for so many happy nights was stripped of her 
. 03 
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few possessions and looked painfully bare and un- 
friendly. Mollie came to the door. 

“Are you ready? Anthony says we have only just 
time for the train.” 

“I’m quite ready.” Ana took up her coat and 
handbag. “‘I won’t wear it,” she exclaimed incoher- 
ently. “It’s so warm.” 

“You're an idiot to go,” Mollie said impatiently. 
“Tt wouldn’t matter at all if Miss Sawyer died! I 
should think it would be rather a relief, in fact.” 

Ana managed a laugh. 

“Don’t be so cruel! She’s terrified of dying even 
though she’s so religious.” 

She gave a last hurried look round the little room 
and went downstairs—the refrain of the song she had 
quoted to Hambledon only that morning running 
maddeningly in her head. 


Dearest, the day is over; ended the light divine; 
You must go back to your life, I must go back to mine. 


“T shan’t be a minute,’ Mollie called after her. 
“T must just powder my nose.” 

Hambledon was standing at the front door, and he 
turned round when he heard Ana’s step. 

“Ready?” he asked with an effort. 

“Yes. Isn’t it a lovely evening?” 

She stood beside him looking out into the road. 

“It looks as if I want a new trunk,” she said, her 
eyes on the car and her own shabby box. ‘“‘Not that 
it matters, as I never go anywhere.” 

She looked up and found his eyes bent upon her. 

“I wonder if we are two very noble, self-sacrificing 
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people or merely a couple of damned fools,” he said 
bitterly. 

Ana tried to laugh. 

“Don’t be melodramatic. It doesn’t suit you,” she 
said, but her own heart felt like breaking. 

Another hour, half an hour, and it would all be 
over. To-morrow she would wake up in her bedroom 
at Wimbledon with its cotton blind and view over 
rows and rows of back gardens all exactly alike; 
to-morrow she would start once more listening to her 
aunt’s grumblings and wearisome accounts of her 
neighbours’ doings; to-morrow—oh, if only to-mor- 
row need never come! 

“Mollie sent the General down to the beach,” 
Hambledon was saying, “‘she thought it would upset 
him if he saw you go.” 

“Yes, I’m glad.’’ The treacherous tears welled 
again into Ana’s eyes. “I wish Mollie had sent you 
too,” she said, trying to laugh. 

“Do you? I had to see the last of you.” 

CV ess. 

“Ts hurts like the very devil,’ Hambledon said. 
He seized her hand and for a moment held it hard. 
“Nothing will ever make any difference,” he said. 

“Pooh!” She had to assume levity because she was 
so nearly breaking down. ‘‘Next time we meet—if we 
ever do—we shal! probably feel most embarrassed 
and wonder why we were such idiots. Perhaps it’s 
just midsummer madness.” 

“Ts that what you really think, Ana?” he asked 
quietly. 

“Of course; why not? Does anything ever last in 
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life? I’ve never found anything that did,” she insisted 
harshly, and then as she heard Mollie’s step on the 
top of the stairs behind them her mood suddenly 
changed. She turned round, both hands clasping his 
arm with trembling fingers. 

“Oh, I love you; I do love you,’ 
in anguish. 

‘And I love you too, my dear,’’ Hambledon an- 
swered. 

Then Mollie was with them, and they all went out 
to the car and drove away. 

“It only seems yesterday that we came down to 
meet Anthony,” Ana said, when they reached the 
station and were pacing up and down the little plat- 
form waiting for the train. She smiled up at Anthony, 
and remembered what her own absurd nervousness 
had been that evening, and how she had stared at 
the milk cans. 

“Does it! It seems a lifetime ago to me,” Mollie 
said. “‘Ana, you are a perfect pig to go and leave me. 
It will be horrid without you; won’t it, Tony?” 

‘We shall miss you very much,” Hambledon said. 

“I shall miss you too, and the lovely bathing,” Ana 
answered, then broke off. No more early morning 
walks down to the sea with Anthony—no races out 
to the little ledge of rocks—no timing one another 
to see who would be dressed first. 

_ It had been the happiest time of her life and now 
it Was Over. 

“You must go back to your life. I must go back 
to-mine 3.3." 

“Hateful, hateful song!” Ana thought passion- 
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she whispered 
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ately and looked again at Hambledon. Only a few 
moments more now and she would not be able to 
see him. 

“Here is the train,” Mollie said. “If you like to 
change your mind and stay. ie 

“No, thank you. I can’t. I’d love to, but I can’t.” 

“T would if I wanted to,’’ Mollie said. 

She kissed Ana eftusively. 

“Good-bye, you dear thing. I’ll let you know when 
I come to London and we’ll meet. Ana, you are a pig 
to go.” 

“T must. I’ve had such a lovely time.” 

And now she was in the train—thank Heaven she 
had a carriage to herself—and Anthony was putting 
her coat and bag up on the rack. 

“Tf you sit this side you'll be out of the sun,” he 
said. 

“Thank you.” She gave him her hand. She tried 
to say good-bye, but she could not. Anthony did not 
speak either, he just held her hand hard for a moment. 
Then he was back on the platform again and the train 
was moving slowly away. 

Ana looked out of the window, but the sun and the 
tears blinded her eyes and she could see nothing. 


The little cottage seemed so empty without her. 

“And now what do we do?” Mollie asked peevishly 
when they got home. 

“T’ll just put the car away, and then we might go 
for a walk,” Anthony said. 

“A walk! No, thank you. I’ve walked enough for 
one day. You go if you like.” 
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So Anthony went alone. He said he should go down 
to the beach to look for the General, but when he got 
there he wandered off in the opposite direction in- 
stead. 

Ana had gone. 

She would never walk with him through the sun- 
shine again—never tease him and laugh at what she 
called his ‘‘childish ways’’—he felt as if someone had 
drawn a curtain over the face of the sun. 

Ana had pretended that soon they would both be 
able to laugh at their foolishness; their ‘“midsummer 
madness” as she had called it, but she had known 
better even as he knew better. 

This thing was too deep for forgetfulness; its roots 
had grown in both their hearts long before they had 
realized it. 

He walked a long way, until the sunset colours had 
all faded and the air had grown chilly, then he turned 
and went back up the hill. 

He tried to believe that when he got to the cottage 
he would find Ana there; he tried to believe that it 
was all nonsense that she had gone away; like a child 
he kept up the game of pretence till he was right at the 
gate, then he gave it up. 

What was the use of cheating himself? She had 
gone. 

He had lifted the little latch when someone 
touched his arm. 

“Sir!” and he looked down into the face of one of 
the small village boys. “‘A letter for you, sir.” 

“Thanks.” Anthony took it absently, and felt in 
his pocket for a coin. Something in the boy’s eyes 


LIFE STEPS IN 11g 


reminded him vaguely of the General. He went into 
the cottage. Supper was ready but the sitting room 
was empty. It was getting dark very rapidly. Anthony 
went over to the window for more light and broke 
open the envelope. There was only half a sheet of 
notepaper inside—rather rough, common paper. The 
few lines it contained were written in pencil in a not 
very cultured hand. 


Are you blind, or don’t you care about what is happening 
between your wife and the man who comes to your house as a 
friend? 


Anthony blinked his eyes and stared. 

‘Are you blind, or don’t you care?” 

Was it a joke, or had the letter reached him by 
mistake ? He looked at the envelope, but there was no 
name on it—it was just blank. 

“Are you blind?” 

Then suddenly he understood. 

This was that abominable thing, an anonymous 
letter; an abominable insinuation about his wife 
and 

“The man who comes to your house as a friend.” 

Only one man ever came to the cottage, and that 
man was not his friend, it was Ralph Mahon. 


CHAPTER Vitti 
[ WAS raining hard when Ana reached London. 


As she drove away from Waterloo the streets 
looked an unbroken weariness. 

“Why did I come back?” she asked herself wildly. 
“T was a fool. Why couldn’t I take the only chance 
of happiness which has come my way?” 

It was late when she reached home. Something had 
happened on the Inner Circle and all the trains were 
disorganized. 

Miss Sawyer greeted her ungraciously. 

“This is not a very convenient hour at which to 
arrive,” she began, even before she kissed her niece. . 
“You know I like going to bed early. It’s eleven 
o'clock now.” 

“There was a breakdown somewhere,” Ana ex- 
plained. She was tired and heartsick. The little 
suburban house looked neater and less homelike than 
ever. 

“I suppose you have had supper,’ Miss Sawyer 
said, and Ana answered untruthfully that she had. 
There was a little break in her voice and her aunt 
looked at her with sudden suspicion. 

“I can’t say you look any the better for your 
holiday,” she said tartly. “I suppose Mollie is as sel- 
fish as ever, and has made you do all the work while 
she gads about.” 

¥16 
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_ “T have had a wonderful time,” Ana said. “I am 
sorry I kept you up, but I couldn’t help it.” 

What a welcome! 

She went up to her own room and shut the door. 
Then she groped through the darkness and lit the gas 
jet. Miss Sawyer would not have electric light in- 
stalled in the house because she was afraid Ana and 
the little maid would be careless and leave it on. Gas 
was cheaper and more trouble to light, therefore less 
likely to be wasted. 

Outside in the darkness the rain lashed the window 
and the casements rattled in the wind. 

Ana unpacked her suitcase and looked at herself in 
the glass. She wondered what Anthony was doing, 
and if he was thinking of her. 

“Tf only Mollie would be nicer to him,” she 
thought. But she knew that Mollie was only nice to 
anybody when she wanted her own way or when it 
suited her. Mollie was thoroughly spoiled. 

Ana undressed and crept into bed. It was a more 
comfortable bed than she had had at the cottage, but 
she could not sleep. She shut her eyes and tried to 
pretend it was the sound of the sea she could hear 
instead of the rain. When she heard her aunt come 
upstairs she tried to pretend it was Anthony’s heavy 
step; she tried to luli herself to sleep with the pretence 
that in the morning she would be awakened by his tap 
on her door and his cheery voice demanding if she was 
coming down to bathe. 

But in the morning it was still raining hard and the 
bacon was terribly salt at breakfast time, and Miss 
Sawyer was more acid than usual. 
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“T can’t say you have improved your appearance,” 
she began. ‘‘Oh, yes, you’re sunburned, I admit, but 
your skin is ruined. I am sure Mollie does not allow 
her skin to get such a colour.” 

“No, she doesn’t,” Ana agreed, and laughed. 
Mollie had a horror of sunburn. 

‘And how long are the Hambledons to be in Eng- 
land?” Miss Sawyer inquired. 

“T don’t know. There is nothing settled.” 

“And what sort of a man is the husband? You 
never mentioned him in your letters.” 

“Didn't 1? He’s nice. I like him.” 

‘“‘And now, I suppose, having made a convenience 
of you, you will hear no more of them?” Miss Sawyer 
pursued. 

Ana coloured. 

“Yes, I shall. Mollie is going to let me know when 
she comes to London so that we can meet.” 

To change the conversation she told of her meet- 
ing with Drake and of their accident. 

Miss Sawyer found fresh cause for complaint in 
this. 

“I do not approve of that young man as a friend 
for you,” she said. ‘“‘His sister is not a nice woman 
at all. If I remember correctly she is divorced.” 

“T believe she is, but surely that is better than 
living with a man who makes your life intolerable?” 

“A bargain is a bargain,” Miss Sawyer averred. 
‘““What does the marriage service say—‘* Those whom 
God has joined together let no man put asunder.’ ”” 

“God doesn’t join all the people who get married,” 
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Ana said bluntly. “I am sure God must entirely dis- 
approve of some marriages.” 

Miss Sawyer gasped. ‘Really, Diana 

“It’s all such humbug,” Ana said fiercely. “‘Isn’t 
it much more honest to recognize a mistake than to 
try and cover it up? If you’ve finished breakfast I'll 
go and help with the work.” 

Anything was preferable to conversation with Aunt 
Hilda. Ana kept busy all the morning, trying not to 
think. But every moment her thoughts were down by 
the sea; every moment she was saying to herself: 
“Now he i is doing this—now he is doing that. Oh, 
God, if I were only with him.” 

She wrote to Mollie in the afternoon, thanking her 
for her visit, and telling her what wretched weather 
it was in London. Then she wrote to Drake in hos- 
pital. She had promised him to write every other day; 
she had promised to see him in London as soon as he 
was able to travel. The days dragged by. A postcard 
came from Mollie saying how much she missed her; 
saying how dull Lyme was. “‘A. is like a bear with a 
sore head,” she added in a postscript. 

Ana smiled and sighed together. Poor Anthony! 

The first week seemed like a year. 

“Tf I don’t get something to do I shall go mad,” 
Ana told herself hopelessly. One could not keep on 
dusting and polishing all day long. There was nobody 
in the house to disturb its order. 

“If you want occupation, take up parish work,” 
Miss Sawyer advised. ‘‘Visit the sick and teach in the 
Sunday School like Miss Lee does.”’ 

Ana thought of Miss Lee and shuddered. 
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“I’d rather die,” she thought. “‘Once I let myself 
get into that groove I shall never get out of it. I shall 
turn into a real old maid, dusty and dry and critical.” 

Then a letter came from Drake. 

He was so much better they were allowing him to 
be moved to London in an ambulance. 

““My sister has come back from France,” he wrote, 
“and I shall stay with her in Chelsea. You will come 
and see us, won’t you?” 

Ana had already heard from Miss Sawyer that 
Drake’s sister had given up her home at Wimbledon. 

‘““A good thing for Wimbledon,” Miss Sawyer de- 
clared. “I am sure she is far better suited to Chelsea. 
Isn’t that where artists and all the peculiar people 
live?” 

Ana sincerely hoped that it was. She felt that she 
would rather spend the rest of her life among thieves 
and vagabonds than among her aunt’s friends. 

Drake wrote again a few days later. 

“T am coming up on Thursday. Hambledon called 
to see me yesterday. He’s a decent sort of fellow, isn’t 
he?” 

Foolish tears welled into Ana’s eyes at the mention 
of Anthony’s name. Someone else had seen him, 
although she might not; she felt bitterly envious of 
Drake. | 

‘‘Come over to my sister’s place to tea on Sunday if 
you have no other engagement,” he went on in his 
letter. ‘She will be delighted to see you, and I want 
you to be friends.” 

‘No other engagement,”’ Ana thought dryly. Did 
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she ever have any engagements at all except down at 
the Parish Hall? 

She told her aunt of the invitation and Miss Sawyer 
instantly froze. 

“Sunday! When there are six other days in the 
week to go out to tea with people?” 

“I have been asked for Sunday,” Ana said firmly. 

“And you will of course refuse,” Miss Sawyer 
answered. 

“No, I shall go.” Ana read battle in her aunt’s 
eyes. ‘I am not a child and I shall go,” she said again. 
“T am sorry if you disapprove.” 

“T disapprove utterly and entirely,” Aunt Hilda 
stormed, angry red spots appearing on either of her 
cheek bones. “‘And as you are living in my house I 
shall expect you to conform to my wishes.” 

Ana seized desperately upon the opportunity. 

“T have been thinking that perhaps it would be 
better for me to live somewhere else now,” she said. 
“T have a little money of my own, and if I get some 
work to do——” 

“Work!” 

“People with far less education than I have get 
quite good jobs,” Ana broke in. ‘“‘Anyway, I am tired 
of being treated as a child.” 

Miss Sawyer resorted to tears. 

“And all this because for your own sake I ask 
you not to break the Sabbath,” she wailed. “It is 
cruel ingratitude!”’ 

She watched her niece from behind her perfectly 
dry handkerchief, and saw the new resolution in Ana’s 
pale face. 
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- As far as the girl herself went Miss Sawyer would 
gladly have parted with her, but Ana’s money paid 
for a maid, and a maid had distinct advantages. 

“Tt is most unkind of you, Ana,” she reproached 
her niece more gently. “I am lonely enough, goodness 
knows; but if you leave me 3 

“TI am quite willing to stay if you will allow me more 
freedom.” 

“T am powerless to chain you against your will,” 
Miss Sawyer said dramatically. 

Ana smiled. ‘‘Very well,” she said quietly. ‘“Then 
I will go to tea with Mrs. Inglis on Sunday.” 

It was like escaping from prison she thought as she 
shut the door against her aunt’s silent disapproval on 
Sunday afternoon and hurried to the corner to catch 
an omnibus. 

She had put on her best clothes, which were simple 
enough, and she wondered vaguely how smart Mrs. 
Inglis would be, and if there would be any other 
people there besides herself. : 

Chelsea always sounded to Ana like another world. 

It was half-past four when she reached the address 
Drake had given her, and found it was a flat. 

There were peculiar coloured curtains at the win- 
dows, shot with sunset colours, and when the door 
was opened to her she heard the chatter of several 
voices and much laughter. 

The girl who admitted her was obviously a maid, 
but she wore no cap or apron, and she was rather 
inclined to be friendly. Her eyes were critical too, as 
she looked Ana up and down. 

“I should like to box her ears,” Ana thought 
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indignantly. And the next moment she was shaking 
hands with Drake’s sister. 

Mrs. Inglis was very smartly dressed as Ana had 
expected, and she had changed the colour of her hair 
since the days when Miss Sawyer’s circle in Wimble- 
don had been so shocked by the lurid stories of her 
past life. But she was cheery and smiling, and Ana 
felt at home with her at once. 

“So romantic, your meeting with Tom,” she said. 
She was puffing away at a cigarette all the time, and 
she wore long blue earrings which jingled pleasantly 
as she moved. ‘“‘Poor lamb! he’s a frightful cripple 
still, but ever so cheery. Here he is!” 

She led the way across the big room to a couch 
where Drake was sprawling inelegantly, with a lot 
of expensive cushions rumpled disgracefully beneath 
his head. 

He looked very pleased to see Ana; he squeezed 
her hand hard. 

“Arm all right again?” he asked. “Jove, we had 
a narrow escape, didn’t we?” 

“I’m quite all right,” Ana said. ‘“And you?” 

“T shall be driving a car again soon,” he told her. 

There were two other women in the room whom 
Mrs. Inglis introduced. 

‘We're all Bohemians,’”’ she said with a careless 
wave of her hand. ‘“‘This is Roy Summers—she’s by 
way of being an artist—and this is Jessica—we call 
her the ‘First Prayer’—she dabbles in poetry.” 

Ana looked at the two women shyly. They were 
both rather made-up and flashily dressed, but in- 
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stinctively she liked them. They had friendly eyes 
and an easy manner. 

“I suppose you'll have tea,’ Drake’s sister said. 
“Tom said you would. We’re swilling cocktails. I 
hope you’re not shocked, but there is tea on the table 
over there. Help yourself, will you?” 

“This is what is called the ‘Free and easy life,’ ”’ 
Drake said with a twinkle. ‘‘And I’ll have tea too, if 
you'll pour me a cup.” 

Ana obeyed. She felt rather as if she were in a 
dream. The room was quite different to any room 
she had seen before. It had a polished floor with a 
few bright coloured rugs here and there, and it was 
barely furnished save for the big divan on which Tom 
Drake was sprawled, and a few little tables and 
chairs. There were no pictures, but two tall lamps 
with peacock-coloured shades stood at opposite ends, 
and there was a small oak dresser laden with bottles 
and glasses and a box of cigarettes. 

“So you still live in Wimbledon, you poor dear!” 
Drake’s sister said. ‘I cleared out. It was too much 
for me. I hate respectability as much as a cat hates 
water.” 

“It is rather an awful place,” Ana agreed. She 
wondered what Miss Sawyer would say if she could 
see her. She wondered what she would think of Roy 
Summers and the First Prayer. It struck her as all 
being intensely funny. Drake himself was the only 
ordinary-looking one in the room—besides herself, 
Ana thought, catching a sudden glimpse of her re- 
flection in a small mirror on the wall. She knew that 
she looked ordinary enough, in her plain inexpensive 
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frock and uninteresting hat. And yet she had worn 
that hat the first time Anthony looked at her as if he 
loved her—to him she had been neither plain nor 
ordinary. 

She stifled a sigh and carried Drake his tea. 

“I was glad to get out of hospital, I can tell you,” 
he was saying. ‘Next time I get smashed up, no hos- 
pitals for me. I'll come home if I have to walk on 
two broken legs.” 

“Meaning my home!” Mrs. Inglis explained. 
“Poor lamb! it’s the best he’s got. Not much comfort 
about the place, is there? But you ought to have seen 
the sublime joy in his face when he saw me.” 

“You're better than the walking bottle of vinegar 
who looked after me in hospital,’ Drake said em- 
phatically. “She had a face like a 

“She couldn’t help her face,’’ Roy Summers said 
with a chuckle. 

“No; but she might have tried to improve it,” 
Drake answered. 

“And that reminds me,” his sister interrupted. 
“Who do you think I saw in town yesterday, Roy? I 
forgot to tell you. Why, that pig Ralph Mahon.” 

Ana started and flushed. She moved her lips to 
speak, then kept silent. 

“He was with a jolly pretty girl, too,” Mrs. Inglis 
went on. ‘He didn’t see me, and I’m glad of it. I 
didn’t want to speak to him.” 

“I should think not,” Roy agreed. 

Ana spoke for the first time. 

“Ralph Mahon! I think I know him. Hasn’t he 


an invalid wife?” 
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“Yes; poor devil!” Roy said. 

‘“FYe’s got a house at Lyme Regis where I’ve been 
staying,” Ana said. “The people I stayed with are 
friends of his.” 

“Oh, are they!’ Mrs. Inglis spoke with a faint 
sneer. ‘Well, he’s a man I can’t stand. He makes me 
creep.” 

“‘T wonder who the girl was?” Roy said reflectively. 

Ana’s heart gave a little throb. She thought she 
knew. 

“Tall, slim, well-dressed, very pretty, but rather 
discontented looking,” Drake’s sister described her. 
“T daresay she was wishing she was with somebody 
more attractive than Ralph. She was pretty enough 
to have had the most topping man in the world with 
hers’ 

“So she could have had,” Ana thought. 

“So you know him, Miss Fabian?’ Roy Summers 
said interestedly. 

“Not very well. I’ve only met him through the 
Hambledons.” 

“T met him in Monte Carlo—at least we did, didn’t 
we, Tom?” Florrie Inglis said. 

“Yes. I didn’t think he was such a bad chap,” 
Drake said, with a man’s tolerance. 

‘““My lamb, you think all geese are swans,” his 
sister told him witheringly. 

“She'll be saying that about you as soon as you’ve 
gone,” Drake said to Ana with a grin. 

Ana laughed. 

“T don’t mind. She won’t mean it unkindly.” 

She liked Florrie Inglis. Divorced or not, there 
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was something about her that greatly attracted one. 

“Ana and I are going to be friends,” Mrs. Inglis 
declared. “You see I call you Ana—we all call one 
another by our Christian names, don’t we, girls?” 

“You don’t call me by mine,” the First Prayer said. 
It was the first time she had spoken, and her voice 
was startlingly deep, almost like a man’s. 

“If First Prayer isn’t a Christian name I don’t 
know what is/”” Roy protested. 

“Do you live with your sister ?”’ Ana asked Drake. 

“Tt’s my official address,’’ he answered; “but I 
wander about.” . 

“He’s the curse that invariably comes home to 
roost,” Florrie explained. 

“Only when I’m broke,” Drake declared. ‘‘Florrie’s 
the wealthy one in this family, you see, and it’s up to 
her to support her poor relatives.” 

“Yes; Inglis certainly did you one good turn,” Roy 
said. 

“And what was that?” Mrs. Inglis demanded. 

“Giving you that marriage settlement.” 

“Oh, that! If I’d know half I know now when it 
was made, it would have been twenty times as much,” 
Florrie declared. But there was nothing vindictive 
in the words; she was quite cheery and laughing. 

“Poor old Inglis!’ she said. “‘He was quite nice 
at first, too.” 

“They all are,” the First Prayer said sententiously. 
She looked at Ana. She had big, solemn eyes that 
were set like jewels in her painted face. 

“Are you engaged or anything funny like that?” 
she asked. 
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Ana shook her head. 

“Oh, no.” 

“That’s right; keep clear of the men,”’ Roy advised 
cheerily. ‘‘As the First Prayer says, they’re all right 
to start with, but once they’ve got you they change, 
poor dears; it’s human nature not to value the thing 
that is yours for keeps.” 

‘Anthony wouldn’t be like that,” Ana thought 
with a pang. 

It was late when she got home. Roy Summers had 
a car—an extravagant two-seater, painted white and. 
upholstered in red morocco—and she insisted on 
driving Ana out to Wimbledon. 

“But Wimbledon’s off the earth for you,’ Ana 
protested. “I really cannot allow it.” 

But Roy overruled her. ‘“My time’s my own and 
life is long,” she declared. 

She drove at a terrific rate. She told Ana she had 
been had twice for speeding. 

“Next time I shan’t get off so lightly,” she said with 
a chuckle. She stopped at Miss Sawyer’s gate with a 
jerk. 

“This where you live?” she asked. 

“Yes; with an aunt,” Ana told her. 

“T live in a top attic not far from Florrie’s,” Roy 
explained. “Come and see me some day. Bye-bye,” 
and she was gone. 

Ana let herself into the house quietly. She had 
insisted on bringing the latch key, though as a rule she 
was not allowed to have it. 

“You will not have to wait up for me if I am late,”’ 
she told her aunt. 
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“Wait up/ I thought it was to be merely a tea 
party,’ Miss Sawyer said. 

But Ana knew enough to know that sometimes tea 
parties go on well into the night, and in this case she 
had been right. 

It was not far from midnight when she took off her 
shoes in the hall and tiptoed up to bed. 

She felt quite guilty at such unusual dissipation, and 
on a Sunday of all days! And yet she had enjoyed 
herself immensely. 

“As much as I shall ever enjoy myself again,” she 
sighed as she undressed. _ 

And she thought of the little cottage on the hill by 
the sea. Tom Drake was a nice man, but compared 
with Anthony Hambledon 

“T love him—every bit of me loves him,” Ana 
thought achingly. “And oh, why need Life step in 
and spoil a thing that might have been so perfect.” 

She slept soundly that night, and woke to sunshine 
streaming into the window. For a moment she lay 
still, confused. She felt as if she were back in the 
cottage—as if in a minute she would hear Anthony’s 
knock at the door—Anthony’s voice. 

Then she was wide awake and she shivered and got 
out of bed. 

This was not Lyme and romance! This was 
Wimbledon and monotony. But the thought of last 
night was cheering. She had enjoyed herself yesterday 
at all events, and she was grateful to Drake for hav- 
ing invited her to his sister’s flat. She knew that she 
would go again many times; she knew that Drake 
meant to see her often. 
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Miss Sawyer was already seated at the breakfast 
table when she got down. 

“You are late!” was her chill greeting. “I heard 
you come in. No wonder you have overslept.” 

“T had a lovely time,” Ana said cheerfully. “They 
are ever such nice people. I am going again.” 

‘There is a letter for you,’ Miss Sawyer said. She 
indicated a letter lying by Ana’s plate. “It looks like 
a man’s handwriting,” she added disapprovingly. 

“A man’s ” Ana took up the envelope, and 
for a moment her heart seemed to stop beating. The 
writing was Anthony Hambledon’s. 

“Well,” said Miss Sawyer sharply; “‘aren’t you 
going to open your letter?” 

Ana looked up. She had laid Anthony’s letter down 
again beside her plate. It seemed something too won- 
derful to open beneath her aunt’s unfriendly and 
inquisitive eyes; she felt that she must be alone when 
she read it. 

‘It’s nothing very important,” she managed to say 
quietly. ‘And I’m hungry.” 

There was a little silence, broken after a few 
moments by Miss Sawyer. 

“IT thought you said you were hungry, and you are 
eating nothing. It is wicked waste to pick at food as 
you do. Are you trying to starve yourself and get thin, 
may I ask?” 

Ana laughed. 

“Don’t you think I’m thin enough?” She was too 
excited and happy to resent her aunt’s tone of voice. 
She took up her letter and rose from her chair. “I 
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don’t believe I am hungry after all, so if you will 
excuse me——”’ 

‘There is no need to apologize,” said Miss Sawyer 
bitterly. “I no longer seem to be mistress in my own 
house.” 

Ana escaped gladly. 

She ran upstairs, put on her hat and went out. She 
felt that she could not read her letter in this house; 
even the walls seemed full of prying eyes. She did not 
break open the flap till she was right out on the 
common with only the sky and the sunshine to watch 
her. 

But the letter was short; only a few lines not 
covering half a sheet of paper. 


My pear Ana: 

I am coming to town on Monday and should like to see you 
To save time I suggest that we meet by the upstairs bookstall at 
Baker Street Station about three o’clock in the afternoon. I am 
afraid I cannot get to town earlier. If by any chance you are 
unable to come, write to me at the following address. 

Yours, 
ANTHONY HAMBLEDON. 


Monday! that was to-day! Ana’s heart leaped. 

To-day! In a few hours she would see him. For 
a moment she was blind and deaf with happiness. It 
was like a dream. She stood still, her face lifted to the 
sunshine. It was not possible; it was too wonderful 
to be true. In a few hours! She was afraid to look 
again at the letter clasped in her trembling hands for 
fear she should find she had just imagined it all. 

Why had he come? Had anything happened? Or 
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was it just that he longed to see her, even as she longed 
to see him? 

Presently she walked on. From time to time she 
stole timid glances at her letter. 

“Yours, Anthony Hambledon.” 

His writing was real enough; big, Fleaahe writ- 
ing like the man himself. 

Three o’clock by the Baker Street bookstall. 

What should she wear? She must look her best; 
she must buy a new hat. 

Ana turned and went home. 

She had a few pounds left from her quarterly 
money; she wished it was twenty times as much so 
that she could buy herself entirely new and wonderful 
clothes for Anthony to see. 

Not that he would mind. It was just she herself 
whom he loved. 

“Another invitation to tea?” Miss Sawyer asked 
with sarcasm when her niece told her she was going 
out that afternoon. 

“Ves,” 

“Chelsea again?” 

Ana laughed. 

“No, not this time. Somewhere much more excit- 
ing,” she said. 

She had never believed it possible for a railway 
station or a bookstall to be so romantic. 

She was there at ten minutes to three. She was not 
in the least afraid that she might be before Anthony. 
She would rather have been there an hour too soon 
than a minute too late. She could not spare one flying 
second of the time they were to have together. She 
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had beught a new hat—blue, because Anthony liked 
blue, and her eyes were like stars. 

A boy in charge of the stall eyed her in a friendly 
manner and offered one of the latest magazines for 
sale. 

“Just out!” he said laconically. 

“No, thank you. I’m waiting for a friend,” Ana 
explained, as if that were any adequate reason why 
she should not buy a magazine. 

She kept looking up and down the entrance hall. 

Which way would he come? She had no idea. She 
hoped he would not think she was too eager. She 
turned again to the bookstall and tried to keep her 
attention on the books and papers. 

People passed and repassed her. There was another 
girl, very young and pretty, waiting for someone 
too. She looked rather bored and weary, and not at 
all as if she enjoyed waiting. 

“She can’t love him, if it’s a man she’s waiting for,” 
Ana told herself with conviction. She felt quite sorry 
for the girl for not sharing her own passionate eager- 
ness and happiness. 

She looked at the clock overhead. 

One minute to three. Supposing he was late? Sup- 
posing something had happened to him? He might 
have got run over crossing the road; the train might 
have run off the rails. She laughed at her own foolish 
fears, and walked again to the foot of the stone steps 
down which she thought he might come. 

Then she saw him, and for a moment the world 
seemed to crash about her, leaving her shaken and a 
little afraid. 
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Then his hand was holding hers—such a strong, 
firm hand, and he was saying: 

“Tt’s good to see you again, Ana. It was kind of 
you to come.” 

Kind! Didn’t he know that she would have walked 
halfway round England just to have seen him for ten 
minutes? 

‘(Where can we get some tea?’ Anthony asked. 
He looked round as if expecting to see a tea table drop 
from the skies. ‘“‘I know so little about London.” 

“T know a lovely place,” Ana said. 

They went out of the station and down Baker 
Street to a little shop into which she had often looked 
but never visited. It had an upstairs tearoom, she 
knew, and it was too early in the afternoon for it to 
be very crowded. She felt as if she were walking on 
air; she was sure that every woman they passed must 
be admiring Anthony and envying her. 

He was so tall—so distinguished looking. 

She looked up at him. 

“It seems impossible that it’s really you,” she said, 
and her lips were unsteady. 

“It’s me right enough,” Hambledon said in his 
most matter-of-fact way, but there was an expression 
in’ his eyes that set her pulses racing. They had the 
little tearoom to themselves. There were blue wicker 
chairs, and the little glass-topped tables all had bowls 
of roses on them. It was really quite an ordinary sort 
of room, but Ana thought it was paradise. For the 
rest of her life she never saw a bowl of roses without 
thinking of this day, and of Anthony Hambledon’s 
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eyes, and of the way the blue wicker chair creaked 
when he carefully lowered his big body into it. 

They ordered tea and toast, and cakes. 

“And how is the General ?”’ Ana asked. 

“Splendid. I’m commissioned to take him back a 
box of the Seventh Hussars. God only knows where 
I shall get them, or if they are to be got, but I must 
try, I suppose.” 

“And Mollie?” There was a little breathless catch 
in Ana’s voice as she spoke Mollie’s name. Somehow 
it seemed out of place among all this happiness. 

“Oh—Mollie!’? Hambledon said. He sat staring 
before him for a moment with a frown. “I came to 
talk to you about Mollie,” he said slowly. 

Ana raised her startled eyes. 

“She is not ill ?” 

“Oh, no.” 

“Is she in London?” 

“She came up on Friday last.” 

“Oh hes 

There was another little silence, then Hambledon 
said deliberately: 

“T believe Mahon came up with her.” 

Oh a 

Ana dared not look at him, but her heart gave a 
great throb of apprehension. There was something 
so harshly eloquent in Anthony’s voice. 

“Well?” he said, as she did not speak, and then 
after a moment. ‘So you knew all about it, Ana?” 

With a desperate effort she forced her eyes to his 
face. 

“Knew about what? I don’t understand.” 


336 LIFE STEPS IN 


“T think you do. I mean about Mahon and Mollie.” 
“T don’t understand,” Ana said again helplessly. 
He frowned. ‘‘Don’t lie to me, Ana. I’m so sick 
~ of lies and—and ”” He broke off as if afraid of 
saying too much. 

After a moment he went on rapidly: 

“I’m telling you because I know you will under- 
stand, and because I love you, and because God knows 
I must tell somebody. The afternoon you went away 
someone sent me an anonymous letter. I don’t know 
who it was, and I don’t care. In the ordinary way I 
despise such letters and would take no notice of them. 
But this one—somehow it was like being given a key 
to unlock a door in my own knowledge which I had 
refused to open before. Somehow I knew it was true.” 

Ana broke in hurriedly: 

“Mollie hasn’t done anything wicked. She’s fool- 
ish, I know—she likes attention, but I am sure she 
hasn’t done anything that really matters, Anthony.” 

‘‘Are you? I am not so sure,”” Hambledon said in 
a voice of flint. 

He leaned back in his chair with a sigh. 

‘There is no other living soul with whom I would 
discuss . . . my wife,” he went on presently with an 
effort. “But you have known her all your life, and 
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“You can trust me,”’ Ana said. 

“I know that, Ana; she’s borrowed money from 
that—that fellow! Not small sums—not sums she 
could possibly pay back, but large amounts—running 
into hundreds of pounds. When she went away she 
left all the drawers in her room locked, and though 
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it’s a thing I would scorn to do in the ordinary way, 
I had those locks forced.”’ 

“Anthony!” 

“Well, and why not? I’ve got my own life to con- 
sider as well as hers.” 

“And the General’s,” Ana said gently. 

“Ah, yes—the General’s.” Hambledon’s voice 
softened. 

They sat in silence for a moment. The tea was 
brought and Ana poured out. 

“No sugar and lots of milk, isn’t it?” she said, try- 
ing to speak lightly. ‘“You see, | have remembered.” 

But it hurt her because her beautiful day was to be 
spoiled by trouble, and yet she was proud and glad 
that Anthony had come to her out of all the world. 

“Of course he would, though,” she told herself. 
“We really belong to each other.” 

Anthony took his tea from her, but left it un- 
touched. 

“How much do you know, Ana?” he asked sud- 
denly. 

Ana hesitated. 

“T don’t know anything really, for certain,” she 
said at last. ‘‘At least, I saw a check once. Mollie 
dropped it, and I picked it up for her.” 

“A check from Mahon?” 

“Yes. But I’m sure there really wasn’t any harm in 
it,” she cried out eagerly, helplessly, as his face dark- 
ened. ‘‘He liked Mollie—she’s so prett af 

“She’s my wife,’’ Anthony said sternly. 

Ana drew back with a little shiver. 

“Yes, she’s your wife,” she whispered. 
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“The thing is, what am I to do?” Anthony said. 

“Does Mollie know that you ie 

He shook his head. 

“Not yet. She is not coming back till Thursday.” 
His mouth twisted into a wry smile. “‘It’s to be a week 
this time, not a week-end.” 

“Oh |}? 

The colour deepened suddenly in his sun-bronzed 
face. 

“God, what a fool I’ve been,” he said passion- 
ately. 

Ana laid her hand on his arm. 

“Don’t be too hasty. Don’t think things are worse 
than they are. Mollie may be able to explain.” 

“Explain!” he laughed harshly. “I think it will be 
beyond even Mollie to explain away the presents and 
furs and—and money which I know she has taken 
from that cur.” 

“She isn’t the only woman who does that sort of 
thing,” Ana said helplessly. She was frightened for 
Mollie; she felt that they were all on the verge of 
some terrible catastrophe. 

“T know that women—some sort of women think 
nothing of taking presents from men « 

“Would you do it, Ana?” 

“I? I’ve never had the chance. I might if I had 
the chance.” 

He shook his head. 

“It’s kind of you to say that, but you know it’s not 
ere.” 

‘I’m different. I’m not pretty like Mollie.” 

‘Thank God,” Hambledon said dryly. 
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She laughed a little. 

“You're not very complimentary.” 

His hand closed about hers in a hard grip. 

“You know you're everything in the world to me. 
I don’t care if you’re pretty or not. I don’t know. I 
only know that you’re everything I want a woman to 
be. That’s why I came up to-day. I had to come— 
don’t you understand me, Ana?” 

She shook her head. Her cheeks were flushed and 
her lips trembling. 

““No—no, I don’t.” 

“{ mean’—Hambledon explained with almost 
brutal directness, “I mean that if all this is true—this 
—do you think I am going to be a quixotic fool any 
longer and throw away my own chance of happiness ?” 

She stared at him, wide-eyed, breathless. 

“What do you mean?” 

“T mean that I shall not take Mollie back to 
Rhodesia with me.” 

“Anthony!’’ Ana’s cheeks flamed with distress. 
“You mustn’t say that. You’re exaggerating things. 
I know you are.” 

“And I know I am not. I found letters—dozens 
of them—the sort of letters—well ” He broke 
off with a shrug of disgust. 

“But you haven’t spoken to her about it yet. You 
must give her a chance to explain. She is really fond 
of you, I know she is—oh, it’s not possible that she 
can have done anything that really matters.” 

There was a little silence, then Hambledon said 
slowly: 

“I’m afraid I don’t care if she has.” 
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“Anthony!” 

He turned his sombre eyes upon her. 

“That’s the truth. Our marriage has been like 
hundreds of others, based on nothing better than a 
foolish attraction which could not possibly last. We 
haven’t a single thing 1 in common—not a link — 
binds us together.” 

“The General!’’ Ana said gently. 

“The General would, of course, stay with me,” 
Anthony said. 

“Tt would break Mollie’s heart,’? Ana told him 
despairingly. 

He laughed at that. 

“Rubbish! Hearts are not so easily broken—not 
‘hearts of that type, at least.” 

‘Anthony, you’re very unfair to her. You're judg- 
ing her too soon and too harshly. You haven’t any 
actual proof.” 

“Have I not? I tell you I have. Besides—since 
you went away, Ana, I haven’t known a moment’s 
happiness. I think of you all the time and want to be 
with you. It’s torment—lI can’t sleep, or rest, or settle 
to anything. It’s you—you—all the time. God knows 
why, my dear, I don’t. I didn’t want it to happen. I 
did my best to stop it when I realized how things 
were.” He made a little gesture of self-contempt. 
“I might as well have tried to stop the tide coming 
ins’ 

Ana turned her face away to hide the passionate 
joy in her eyes. 

Every nerve in her body responded to what he said. 
She wanted to say: “Yes, yes, that’s how I feel, too. 
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Life isn’t anything without you—there’s nothing to 
live for, nothing to look forward to,” but instead all 
she said was: ‘“‘You’ll regret it all your life if you do 
anything without being quite sure first; without being 
quite sure. Besides—ZJ wouldn’t, anyway,” she added 
in a whisper. 

“You would if I asked you to, Ana.” 

“T would not!” she looked at him defiantly. “We 
couldn’t be happy that way—nobody ever is.” 

She slipped her hand into his. 

“Everything will come right, Anthony—I am sure 
it’s all a mistake. I am sure it is not so bad as you 
think.” 

“But I don’t care if it is,” he persisted recklessly. 
“Can’t you see that it’s a way out for us? The only 
way? If you care for meas I do for you os 

“And Mollie? What becomes of Mollie?” Ana 
asked tremblingly. “Mr. Mahon can’t marry her, even 
if she wanted him to. Oh, Anthony!”—she shook 
his arm with gentle playfulness—“‘it isn’t like you to 
be so hard. To-morrow you'll be sorry.” 

“No, I shall never be sorry.” 

Ana drew her hand away. 

“Oh, very well.” 

They sat in silence. 

Then with an effort Ana roused herself and took 
up her gloves. 

“T must be going.” 

“Nonsense. You are to’ spend the evening with 
me.” 

There was an angry, possessive note in his voice, 
and Ana’s heart gave a flutter of fear. 
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She loved him so much; there was nothing in all 
the world she wanted except to be with him, and 
yet—there was Mollie! and the General! and life, 
and she knew that life can never be coerced. 

“T can’t. I promised to go back to supper,” she 
said. 

“Well, you are not going. We can ’phone.” 

‘“‘We’re not on the ’phone. It costs too much.” 

“We will send a wire, then.” 

She faced him desperately. 

“Anthony, I don’t know you in this mood. You 
frighten me.” 

‘I don’t know myself, or is it that I am only just 
beginning to know myself?” He shrugged his shoul- 
ders. “Where is the waitress? We’ll get the bill and 
go out.” 

“IT must go home,” Ana said again, though with 
less determination. “It’s been lovely to see you, 
but 

Anthony interrupted. 

“Very well, if you’re determined to be so obstinate, 
I will tell you something that may make you change 
your mind.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“That I am going back to Rhodesia in a fortnight.” 

She stared at him with blank eyes, incredulous, dis- 
believing; then she struggled to laugh. 

“In a fortnight. But you booked on a boat that 
does not sail till the end of October.” 

“I’ve changed my mind. I had a cable last week 
from the man who is managing my farm. I shall have 
to go—and anyway, I’m sick of England.” 
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“Anthony!” 

“That’s the chief reason why I had to see you at 
once,” he went on ruthlessly. “‘You’ve got to make 
up your mind about me. I'll give you three days.” 

“Make up my mind!—I don’t” 

He looked at her steadily. 

“You’ve got to make up your mind whether you 
will come back with me, or if I go alone,” he said. 


CHAPTER IX 
ae waitress brought the bill and Hambledon 


paid it, while Ana sat asif she were in a dream, 
watching. 

“Whether you will come back with me, or if I go 
alone.” Of course those words were just her own 
imagining. Anthony had not really spoken them. How 
could he mean that he wanted her to go back to 
Rhodesia with him when there was Mollie and the 
General? 

The waitress left them alone again, and Hamble- 
don looked at Ana. 

“Well?” he said. 

His eyes were hard, almost challenging, and Ana 
paled. She felt as if she had suddenly been brought up 
against an unknown force which would surely beat 
her in the end. Hitherto she had only known this man 
as gentle and kind and easy-going, but now she recog- 
nized in him something dominant and entirely dif- 
ferent against which she might pit her strength in 
vain. 

It seemed impossible to argue or to reason with 
him, and she caught her breath with a little gasp 
almost as if she were drowning, as she answered: 

“You will go alone, of course.” 

“T see.”’ He spoke quite casually; he even laughed 
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as he rose to his feet. “Well, we'll go along if you are 
ready.” 

They went out into the street again, Ana walk- 
ing mechanically, hardly conscious of her movements. 

“Whether you will come with me, or if I go alone.” 

Her whole being clamoured to answer: “I will 
come with you, of course. You knew I would come 
with you. Why did you ask ?”’ 

But she dared not. There was Aunt Hilda to con- 
sider, and all the petty conventions among which she 
had been brought up and which stood between her and 
happiness like sentinels with drawn swords. Ana 
knew she would never have the courage to defy them 
all, no matter how great her longing to do so. She 
argued fiercely with herself as she walked blindly 
along through the sunshine by Hambledon’s side. 

“What do you care for the world? or convention? 
or Aunt Hilda? What does anything matter com- 
pared with this man? His little finger is more to you 
than all the world.” 

Yes, that was true, and yet—yet 

Hambledon spoke suddenly. 

“There is a post office on the other side of the road. 
I will go and send a wire to your .aunt.”’ 

Ana tried to say no, but her lips felt too stiff to 
form the word; she followed meekly and stood beside 
him while he wrote out the message. He did not even 
show it to her before he handed it in. 

“What did you say?” Ana asked, and he an- 
swered: “I said you would be home late, and that 
there was no need to wait up for you.” 


“Oh!” Ana felt like a child in his hands. For years 
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Miss Sawyer had dominated her and bent her to 
her will, but this was quite different. It was happiness 
to be ordered about by Anthony—happiness which 
could not last, which was too beautiful to last. 

They came out again into the sunshine. 

‘And now where shall we go?” he asked. “You 
know London better than I do. Is there anywhere 
where one can get away from people?” 

“There is the park—parts of it are quiet and beau- 
tiful.” 

“Very well.” 

They took a taxi to St. James’s Park and walked 
across the grass. There was a flaming bed of dahlias 
on one side. Hambledon stopped to admire them. 

“That’s a fine colour,” he said. He indicated a 
copper-tinted flower. 

Ana made no answer; her thoughts were in a whirl. 
How could he speak so calmly after what had just 
passed between them? She almost hated him for his 
apparent unconcern. 

“Don’t you like that colour?” he asked. 

Ana looked up at him with passionate eyes. 

“How can you talk about things like that after— 
after what you have just said ?”’ she demanded fiercely. 
‘Do you think I am made of stone that it doesn’t 
matter to me how you—if you ”” She broke down 
ignominiously. | 

Hambledon took her arm and led her across to 
a seat under a wide-spread tree. 

“Do you think I am made of stone, either?” he 
asked. ‘Do you think it’s been a light matter for me 
to have to make up my mind to this? I’ve always 
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tried to do the right thing—perhaps I haven’t suc- 
ceeded—and now I don’t care any more if it’s the 
right thing or the wrong. I’m entitled to something 
out of life. I’ve not had much happiness so far, and 
neither have you. What wrong shall we be doing if 
we throw in our lot together?” 

““Mollie——” Ana began helplessly. 

He laughed bitterly. 

“She cares no more for me than that’”—and he 
snapped his fingers. “If I were a rich man no doubt 
it would be different—but I’m not and never shall 
be.” 

Ana tried again desperately; she felt as if she 
must fight him for every inch of the ground. 

“Tt shows you still care for her to be so angry, and 
because you are angry you are unjust—you imagine 
that things are worse than they are—you im- 
agine fe 

He looked at her steadily. 

“Do you think that Mahon is the first man she 
has brought into my life?” He shrugged his broad 
shoulders. ‘‘I’ve lived with Mollie for seven years, 
remember, my dear.” 

“T do remember, and that’s why you mustn’t judge 
her hastily; why you must wait and—oh, you must 
wait.” 

“T have waited, and now I am sure, though be- 
fore I met you I admit it didn’t seem so important 
somehow—lI just shrugged my shoulders and put up 
with it. Once—out in Rhodesia, there was a fellow 
who—well—we won’t talk about it any more. But 
I’ve done with decency, if it’s decency to keep one’s 
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eyes shut and grin and bear an empty life. I’m going 
to secure something for myself now. I’m going to 
secure you.” 

“You never will,’’ Ana said with white lips. 

And he answered quietly, ‘‘We shall see.”’ 

They sat in silence for some minutes, then Ana 
said again: 

“Why don’t you speak to her? Tell her what you 
know, or what you suspect ?”” 

“T am going to as soon as she comes back to Lyme. 
She will lie to me, of course, as she has done before. 
I’ve pretended to believe her before, but now I’ve 
done with pretence.”’ His hand fell suddenly to hers, 
imprisoning it in a hard grip. “Don’t let’s throw away 
a thing that could be so beautiful,” he pleaded. “‘What 
is it you are afraid of ? Don’t you trust me? Or don’t 
you care enough?” 

“Tt isn’t either; it’s just that—only just that I don’t 
think it’s right.” 

““Y ou mean because I’m married ?” 

OV es,” 

“Do you think it’s right of Mollie to do the things 
she does?” he asked tensely. 

Ana looked away from him. 

“I don’t believe she is bad. She’s just vain and 
easily flattered.” 

Hambledon struck his clenched hand on his knee. 

“She’s cheated me. Right from the start she’s 
cheated me,” he said fiercely. “I suppose I was the 
fool to put up with it, but I was too indifferent till I 
met you. I didn’t care—it made so little difference— 
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it wasn’t as if I was ever jealous—and I had the boy 
to think of.” 

“You've got him to think of still.” 

“He is more fond of you than he is of his mother.” 

Ana cried out sharply: “Don’t say that. I won’t 
let you say it.”’ 

She believed he was deliberately tormenting her. 
Didn’t he know—surely he must know what a tempta- 
tion it was to cast everything to the winds and throw 
in her life with his. 

What greater happiness could any woman desire? 
She looked at him with anguished eyes. 

After all, as he had said, what wrong would they 
be doing to seek their happiness together ? 

It was easy to argue like that, but Ana could not 
convince herself. Her narrow upbringing had drawn 
a definite line in her mind between right and wrong. 
There was no halfway. Either a thing was right or 
it was not; either one was committing a sin, or one 
was not. 

She clenched her hands together in physical pain. 

“T can’t, I can’t,” she said almost in a whisper. 

“Very well!’’ He spoke quite calmly; he took a cig- 
arette from his pocket and lit it. “Then I shall sail 
in a fortnight’s time.” 

“Anthony!’’ There was a sob in Ana’s voice. 

“Tt can’t matter to you whether I gonow oramonth 
later,” he said harshly. “If it did, you would not ruin 
both our lives for a petty convention.” 

“How do you know it would not ruin both our 
lives if I came with you?” she pleaded. 
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He turned and looked at her with such an expres- 
sion of faith and love in his eyes that she closed her 
own against them. 

“Tsn’t that rather a futile question?” he asked 
whimsically. “I’m not a romantic man—at least I 
wasn’t till I met you. I used to laugh when people 
talked of love at first sight and affinity and all that 
sort of stuff, but I shall never laugh again. You were 
made for me, Ana, if ever any woman was made for 
a man. You know without being told how happy we 
should be together.” 

Yes, she knew well enough. She felt like a child 
standing on tiptoe striving to see over a wall into a 
beautiful garden which might be hers if only she had 
the courage to enter it. But the wall was so high and 
difficult ; the wall hemmed her in on all sides. 

Anthony went on very quietly, as if he were dis- 
cussing some every-day affair. 

“You would like Rhodesia—you wouldn’t find it 
dull or lonely and boring as Mollie does. You 
wouldn’t want dozens of new frocks and dozens of 
men to admire you in them.” 

“If you were there it would be all that matters,” 
Ana said impulsively, and then could have bitten her 
tongue out for the admission. It was the last thing 
she had meant to say even though it was so passion- 
ately true. She had let another of her battlements fall 
to the ground. 

There was a little silence, then: 

“Thank you for that, anyway,” Hambledon said. 

“I ought not to have said it,” Ana broke out 
tremulously. “I ought not a 
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He turned on her fiercely. 

“Good God, can’t you be honest just for a mo- 
ment? Can’t you be honest even with me? There is 
nobody listening, nobody to hear you say that you 
know you’re a fool to throw away the one chance of 
real happiness either of us is likely to have. You talk 
like a nonconformist parson, Ana.” 

Ana did not know whether to laugh or cry. She 
loved him when he was angry; she loved the fierce look 
in his eyes as much as she loved the tenderness with 
which he had just regarded her. She felt as if she 
were slowly being drawn into a silken net which was 
so soft and soothing that it could never be called 
bondage until perhaps, one day in the future, she 
would wake up and find that its fairy-like strands had 
turned to steel cords that bound her to Anthony— 
perhaps against both their wills. 

She broke out in despair: 

“Such things don’t last—you know they don’t! Per- 
haps for a little while we should be happy, but after- 
ward. . 

Hambledon rose to his feet. 

“Well, we won’t argue about it. Shall we walk? 
You'll take cold. The air is getting cool.” 

She stumbled along beside him, half blinded with 
tears. 

She longed to slip a hand into his and say: “Don’t 
be angry with me. I love you so much. I want to do 
as you ask, but somehow I can’t—perhaps it is as you 
say, the way I’ve been brought up—I daresay I’m all 
wrong—if I am, please convince me—please make me 


152 LIFE STEPS IN 


see life in your way.” But her lips refused to form 
the words. 

Presently she said brokenly: 

“Don’t walk so fast. I can’t keep up with you.” 

He stopped at once, his eyes softening. 

““You’re sech a child, Ana,” he said. 

She looked up at him, her eyes wet with tears. 

‘Am 1? I always thought you were kind to chil- 

Anthony.” 

He flushed and bit his lip. 

“T know I’m a brute—but if you could see into my 
heart i 

“Tf you could see into mine,” Ana thought mis- 
erably, but she dared not say so. 

Already he had cut so much ground from beneath 
her feet that she was almost afraid to take another 
step forward. 

In another fortnight he would have gone, and per- 
haps she would never see him again. Only another 
fourteen days! It would be like dying when he went 
away. 

She wrenched her thoughts away. 

“When are you going back to Lyme?” she asked. 

“IT don’t know. To-morrow, I suppose. I’ve made 
no arrangements.” 

“Shan’t I see you again?” 

He looked down at her without answering, and 
Ana’s tears overflowed and fell down her cheeks. 

‘Oh, you are unkind,” she whispered. 

If he would just take her in his arms as he had done 
that night in the cottage when she came back from 
Honiton; if he would just say as he had said then: 
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“T love you. I love you’—she felt that she could 
bear things more easily. But there was something so 
stern and implacable about the way he stalked along. 

He broke the silence suddenly. 

“After all, I daresay it will be better if you go 
home now,” he said harshly. ‘“What’s the good of 
walking about and arguing in circles? I’ll get a taxi 
and take you home.” 

““No—no,” Ana said, and suddenly she was crying 
outright like the child he had called her. “I don’t 
want to go home. I want to stay with you.” 

Fortunately there was nobody. about; it was past 
six and people were scattering to their homes, or to 
dinner or to dress for the theatre. 

Hambledon stopped and put his hands on Ana’s 
shoulders. 

“Stop crying this minute,” he commanded. He 
looked white and shaken himself. ‘Ana, stop cry- 
ing, do you hear?” 

She made a desperate effort to obey, and presently 
she was calm again save for little sobbing breaths 
that shook her. 

“It’s your fault,” she accused him. ‘‘You bullied 
me till I couldn’t stand it any longer.” 

“Tf you knew how much I want to take you in my 
arms,” Hambledon said hoarsely. 

They walked slowly on. The evening was drawing 
in; already the park was gray with dusk, and the 
street lamps were twinkling like the eyes of mis- 
chievous sprites. 

And this was the evening to which she had looked 
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forward with such passionate eagerness and pleas- 
ure, Ana thought despairingly. 

“We'll go somewhere and feed,’’ Hambledon said, 
“Not that I’m hungry—are you?” 

CONOs, 

“It will be better than walking about quarrelling, 
anyway.” 

He slipped a hand through her arm. ‘‘Forgive me, 
Ana ?” he whispered. 

She nodded; she could not trust her voice. 

They went out of the park and into the road. 

Halfway across they had to wait to allow a car 
to pass. It was an expensive-looking car driven by 
a man in evening dress—a man who, as he passed 
them, turned to make some laughing remark to a 
woman at his side, a woman—M ollie! 

Ana and Hambledon both recognized her at the 
same moment; both recognized the man also as Ralph 
Mahon. 

Then the car swept on and was lost in the maze 
of traffic. 

Ana looked up at Anthony Hambledon; she felt a 
little giddy, as if someone had struck her a violent 
blow. 

His face was grim, and he met her eyes unsmilingly. 

“They are holding up the traffic,” he said. “We 
had better cross now.” 

They went on and reached the opposite path. 

Ana began a stumbling defence of her friend. 

‘There’s nothing in it. He’s probably only taking 
her out to dinner. Surely there’s no harm in that, 
Anthony.” 
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He made no answer, and she was afraid to speak 
again. 

Farther down the street he hailed a taxi and gave 
the name of a little restaurant in Soho. Ana shrank 
back into a corner of the taxicab; her heart was rac- 
ing with a nameless fear, and yet she was so happy 
she could not think. When they started away she 
closed her eyes, and then suddenly she felt Anthony’s 
hands on hers—compelling hands that broke down 
the last of her poor little defences. 

“Ana ee 

“Yes.’’ But she did not open her eyes. 

“Am I going back to Rhodesia alone, or are you 
coming with me?” 

She tried to answer, but she could not. She thought 
of her mother, of her aunt, of life as she had always 
known it, with its conventions and monotony and 
lack of love, and then of the future this man was 
offering to her. 

Himself, and his love, and happiness! Dazzling 
happiness. 

Through her closed lids she could feel his eyes upon 
her, piercing her very soul. 

“Ana (2 

She looked up, and when he asked again, ‘“‘Are you 
coming with me?” she suddenly gave way. She fell 
forward into his arms, all her powers of resistance 
gone. 


“Yes—yes—yes , 


CHAPTER: X 


T WAS late when Ana got home that night. 
I Anthony Hambledon drove her down from 
London in a taxicab. 

“But we must stop at the corner of the road and I 
will walk up,” Ana insisted. “If Aunt Hilda knew I 
was with you i. 

He laughed. 

“What does it matter? they will all know soon.” 

Ana was silent, and he urged again: 

“They will all know soon, won’t they?” 

Ana’s hand trembled in his. 

“It’s so like a dream,” she said. “‘I dread letting 
go of your hand for fear I shall wake up and find 
that none of it has ever been real.” 

“And I dread letting you out of my sight for fear 
that you will change that puritanical mind of yours,” 
he told her. 

Ana shivered and looked away from him. She was 
burning with happiness, and yet behind it all was a 
nameless fear. 

She had always looked at life so differently— 
through a narrow window perhaps, and yet from that 
window the view had been straight and good; but 
now she saw—she hardly knew what, her eyes were 
so dazzled by the promise of wonderful things to 
come. 
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If she had loved Hambledon before, she felt that 
now she loved him twenty times as much. It was the 
first time they had spent uninterrupted hours together, 
and Ana told herself that if this was a foretaste of 
what life would always be with him, it was too great 
and wonderful to last. From the depths of her soul 
she pitied Mollie for not realizing the treasure she 
had so carelessly let fall from her grasp. She was sure 
that with Mollie’s charm and beauty, if she had 
chosen to exert herself to keep her husband’s love, 
there would never have been the least danger of 
ever losing it; during the evening she told him so 
tremblingly. 

“Tf Mollie had ever loved you as much as I do, 
you would have loved her so much in return that you 
would never have looked at me.” 

“T could never have loved her as I love you,” he 
insisted. ‘““There is something about you, Ana”—he 
waxed eloquent for once—‘‘I wish i was a poet or a 
writer, or some clever Johnny fellow so that I could 
tell you how I feel about you. My words are so poor” 
—he laughed in boyish embarrassment. ‘‘Ana, I once 
read some lines in a book, they went something like 
this—I daresay I have got them all wrong—lI don’t 
even know why I remembered them, I don’t care for 
poetry and stuff like that—perhaps I remembered 
them because I knew that some day I should want to 
tell them to you.” 

“What were they?’ Ana asked quietly. 

She felt that she must make a storehouse of her 
heart and brain so that no moment of this wonderful 
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day, no word that Anthony spoke would ever escape 
her. 

When he did not speak, she tugged at his hand 
gently. 

“Tell me, please.” 

Anthony obeyed in a stumbling, half-shy manner: 


Ask me no more, thy fate and mine are sealed— 
I strove against the stream but all in vain, 
Let the great river take me to the main 

No more, dear Love, for at a touch I yield, 

Ask me no more. 


There was a little silence when he had finished 
speaking, which he broke shamefacedly: “I suppose 
you think I am a great fool, Ana.” 

“T love you,” Ana said. 

He drew a deep breath and half laughed. 

“It’s true enough that I did strive against the 
stream but all in vain,” he declared ruefully. “But 
I am not striving any more.” 

For a moment Ana said nothing. She sat staring 
before her down the dark road ahead of them, the 
darkness only broken here and there by the street 
lamps, and she felt as if she were trying to see miles 
ahead—many miles into the years—into the future. 

Would this happiness last? Could it? 

Miss Sawyer had often told her that there was no 
happiness to be gained by reaching it over the body 
of one less fortunate. Did that apply to her, she won- 
dered? to her and Anthony? 

She broke out in agitation: 
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“Anthony, supposing Mollie—all this about 
Mollie is wrong—I mean if she didn’t, if she 
hasn’t 

She stopped, and he said quickly: 

“It would make no difference. I am not going back. 
on the happiness I know I can find with you.” 

He leaned forward. 

“Ts this Wimbledon ?” he asked. 

“Yes, I think so.” 

He drew her into his arms. 

“Kiss me, Ana, and tell me that nothing will ever 
make any difference, that you will love me all your 
life as I shall love you.” | 

“T shall love you all my life—all my life.” 

“‘Kiss me, then.” 

Their lips met and clung together. 

“But if- ”” Ana began desperately again. 

He would not let her go on. 

“There is no ‘if’—you belong to me.” 

They dismissed the taxicab at the end of the road. 

“When shall I see you again?” Ana asked, clinging 
to his arm. The dread of leaving him was upon her; 
the dread of waking up and finding that to-day he 
and she had only walked in a Fool’s Paradise. 

“T will write to you when I have seen Mollie.” 

“And supposing 

“There is no ‘supposing.’ ’ 

During the long wakeful hours of the night a hun- 
dred times Ana went over everything he had said. 

It was real. He loved her and she loved him, and 
they were to spend the rest of their lives together. 
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“It may be wicked; I suppose it is,” she told her- 
self defiantly. ‘But I don’t care. I’m happy—happy!”’ 

But she could not sleep. 

Outside on the landing she could hear Benny, her — 
aunt’s old blind dog, stirring and whimpering in his 
sleep. | 

His joints were stiff with rheumatism, and some- 
times he could hardly crawl about the house, but 
Miss Sawyer loved him, and would not go away for 
more than a day because she could not bear to leave 
him. 

In her way, Miss Sawyer was kind, but Ana knew 
that she would have no sympathy at all if she knew of 
her niece’s love for Hambledon. She would condemn 
it as wicked and immoral; she would lash them both 
with her scorn. 

“T don’t care,’’ Ana told herself, and bid her burn- 
ing face in the pillow. 

She thought of Mollie and profoundly pitied her ; 
Mollie, who preferred Ralph Mahon’s money and 
diamonds to her husband’s love. 

What would Mollie say when she knew? Ana tried 
to shut the thought out of her mind, tried to be con- 
tent to leave everything to Anthony; to know her- 
self safe in his hands. 

They had not made a single plan. They had just 
sat together in a corner of the quiet little restaurant 
and talked of themselves and of their love for each 
other, and Ana had forgotten that Hambledon was 
a married man; had forgotten Mollie and even the 
General. 


LIFE STEPS IN 161 


But now in the darkness and silence of her room 
she remembered them. She was doing an unspeak- 
able thing—or a thing which she had hitherto looked 
upon as unspeakable. 

She had turned shocked, half-scared eyes in the 
direction of other women who had taken the step she 
herself now contemplated; she had been entirely in 
agreement with Miss Sawyer’s outspoken condemna- 
tion of them, but now everything was changed. She 
no longer looked through the narrow window of her 
upbringing, and was content with what she saw there 
of life; someone had torn the yeu from her eyes and 
stowed her Paradise. 

“T have a right to my Recsinesal she told herself 
fiercely. “I will never give him up—never!”’ 

She fell asleep with the memory of his lips on hers, 
and of his voice bidding her good-night. 

In the morning there was a tragedy in the house. 

Benny was dead in his basket when Miss Sawyer 
went to rouse him. He lay curled up, his nose resting 
on his rheumaticky old paws, and Miss Sawyer wailed 
and wept as if her heart were broken, as perhaps it 
was, for the old dog was the only thing she had really 
loved in all the world. 

Ana cried, too. She had often thought Benny a 
nuisance, and had been impatient with his infirmities, 
but she had been fond of him, and it was like tearing 
up some of the roots of life. 

“T shall never be happy again,” Miss Sawyer 
sobbed frantically. “He understood me, and I un- 
derstood him. I shall sell the house. I cannot bear it 
without him.” 
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“I’m sorry—very, very sorry,” Ana said, and 
meant it, but Miss Sawyer turned on her fiercely. 

“You! you care for nobody but yourself,” she 
accused the girl. ‘““‘Where were you last night, I 
should like to know? I heard you come in—it must 
have been twelve o'clock.” 

“Tt was half past,” Ana said defiantly, her cheeks 
crimson. ‘And I was with Anthony Hambledon— 
Mollie’s husband,” she added, and then hated herself 
for the last admission. She hated him to be Mollie’s 
husband—hated it more because the knowledge added_ 
to the sense of guilt which she could not quite elimi- 
nate from her heart. 

But Miss Sawyer seemed agreeably surprised. 

“Oh, well, that alters matters,” she said more 
quietly. “I suppose Mollie asked him to take you 
out.” 

Ana said nothing. She stood looking down at the 
dead Benny, and feeling miserable. 

It was all very well to feel brave and radiantly 
happy when Anthony was with her, but without him 
things were different. 

She was tormented by a thousand doubts and fears. 

Supposing he did not really love her? Supposing, 
when it was too late, they both of them found out 
they had made a mistake? Supposing he wanted 
Mollie back again—supposing—oh, God, what 
thousands of things there were in the world to sup- 
pose. 

She helped her aunt dig a grave for Benny in the 
garden. They dug it under an apple tree that was too 
old to bear fruit and yet not old enough to die, and 
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they wrapped Benny in a petticoat of Miss Sawyer’s, 
an old red flannel thing with an embroidered edge to 
it, and they covered him over with fern leaves be- 
fore they shovelled back the brown earth. Then Miss 
Sawyer retired to bed and wept, and Ana wandered 
about the house unable to settle to anything. 

There was only one desire in her heart—to see 
Anthony—only one thought in her mind—Anthony! 

“Like a lovesick schoolgirl,” she told herself 
almost angrily, and then smiled, glorying in her long- 
ing for him. 

By the afternoon post came a letter from Mollie, 
written on the notepaper of a West End hotel. 

“Be a sport, Ana darling’”—she wrote—“and if 
anyone asks where I was yesterday, say I had Junch 
with you, will you? It sounds most incriminating, I 
know, but really it was perfectly harmless, only Tony 
came up unexpectedly from Lyme yesterday morn- 
ing and called here, and I was out, and last night 
when he came again I said I lunched with you.” 

Ana gasped! 

How was it possible for Anthony to believe such 
a story when he himself had lunched with her? She 
felt as if the first strand of a net were closing about 
her feet. 

“And last night when he came again ”” Then 
he must have gone back to Mollie after he left her! 

A sudden wave of jealousy swept through her 
heart. Anthony had not told her he had called to see 
Mollie, and she had never dreamed that he would 
go back to her so late. 

For a moment she hated Mollie; for a moment she 


164 LIFE STEPS IN 


felt that she hated Anthony, too. Did he love her? 
and if he did With an effort she calmed herself. 

“Ye does love me. I know he does! and I must 
trust him.” After all, it would not be for long; soon 
he would belong to her altogether. 

She destroyed Mollie’s letter and did not answer it. 

The day dragged, then came another endless, 
wakeful night. 

In the morning, Miss Sawyer came down to break- 
fast with pitiably red and swollen eyes. “I have de- 
cided to go away for a holiday,” she said frigidly. 

Ana’s heart leaped in dismay. “‘But not with me,” 
were the words which rushed to her lips. 

Miss Sawyer went on: “I have not had a real holi- 
day for years. I shall go to Brighton to the Forsyths.” 
The Forsyths were her cousins, a couple of spinster 
women very much like herself. ‘‘You will be able to 
look after the house perfectly well,” she added. 

Ana drew a sharp breath of relief. 

“Of course,” she said. “I am glad you are going 
away. A change will do you good.” 

She felt herself to be the veriest humbug; she knew 
that was not the reason she was glad her aunt was 
going away. 

Miss Sawyer went on, unheeding the interruption: 

“T shall send Martha for her holiday while I am 
away—unless you are afraid to be left alone in the 
house.” 

“I ?—oh, no.” 

‘Then I shall go to-morrow. I shall send my cous 
ins a wire to-day.”’ So that was that. 

Ana did all she could to help Miss Sawyer get 
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ready; she packed her frocks for her, and mended 
her stockings, and pressed her best coat. 

“You're a fraud, a disgusting humbug,” she told 
herself as she worked. “It’s not because you are sorry 
for her, and want to help; it’s because you are glad 
she is going.” 

Miss Sawyer went off on the morning train with a 
hundred last instructions about the aspidistra. 

“If dear Benny were alive I should not be going,” 
she said finally, and burst into tears as she got into 
the cab. 

Martha sniffed sympathetically as she shut the 
front door. . 

“It seems hard,” she said. “Benny was all she had 
to love in the world.” 

“T hadn’t anything to love till I met Anthony,” 
Ana thought. “And I’ve no right to love him, but I 
do—I always shall.” 

Martha went away in the afternoon. She had 
cleaned everything up, so she told Ana, and there 
would only be need to “dust round.” 

She gave Ana her address on the back of an old 
envelope. 

“If you feel too lonely, and would like me back, 
miss, drop a card and I'll come,” she said in kindly 
fashion. 

Ana thanked her. 

“But I shall be all right,” she said. 

Still, the house seemed desolate without them both. 

There was nothing to do. She went for a walk, but 
came back quickly in case there should be a letter 
from Anthony. How the hours dragged! 
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In the morning Mollie sent her a wire. 

“Come and lunch with me.” 

Ana locked up the house and went. She did not 
want to go, but she knew it would pass the time. 

She went to Mollie’s hotel. 

“Ts Mr. Hambledon still here?” she asked, and 
her heartbeats seemed to quiver in her throat. 

The maid shook her head. 

“No, miss, he went away the day before yester- 
day.” 

Mollie was changing her frock; she looked tired, 
Ana thought, as they kissed. She tried to avoid that 
kiss, but could not. 

“Anthony has been up,’ Mollie said without 
preamble. “I told you in my letter, didn’t [?—I 
didn’t know he was coming. I thought he hated Lon- 
don, but that’s like him—he always does the thing he 
says he will never do.” 

“T think most of us are like that,’”’ Ana said. 

“He wasn’t very nice,’ Mollie said frankly; there 
was a worried look in her eyes. ““He seemed—dquiet, 
somehow!” She powdered her pretty nose with too 
lavish a hand. “You know I never really understand 
Anthony,” she confided. ‘Sometimes I think he’s des- 
perately fond of me, and desperately jealous, and at 
other times I don’t think I matter to him any more 
than that does” —and she flung the powder puff down 
on the littered table. 

“Don’t you ever get married, Ana. It’s a swindle, 
the whole thing.” 

“It depends upon whom one marries, doesn’t it?” 
Ana said with an effort. 
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“Pooh! men are all the same after the first five 
minutes,” Mollie declared. “If I had my time over 
again, I’d do very differently.” 

“Why, what would you do?” 

‘Marry a rich man for one thing,’ Mollie said 
candidly. “If you’ve got money, it helps when the 
glamour wears off, but if you haven’t”’—she shrugged 
her shoulders. 

“When did—when did Anthony go back?” Ana 
asked. 

“Oh, the next morning, and I’m going to-morrow.” 
She turned round and looked Ana full in the eyes. 
“He ordered me to! did you ever hear such a thing?” 
she demanded indignantly. “And I was so surprised 
that I actually said I would go.” She laughed. “‘Do 
you know, I believe if Tony played the cave man a 
little more often, I should fall in love with him all 
over again. It’s his indifference I can’t stand.” 

Ana felt as if someone had squeezed her heart; she 
looked round the room with jealous eyes. 

Anthony had been here after he left her, after he 
had kissed her. 

“Let’s go and feed,’ Mollie said. She picked up 
her hat and rammed it on carelessly over her beau- 
tiful hair. 

She always seemed to throw her clothes on, Ana 
thought, and yet she looked as if she had spent hours 
over her dressing. 

They went down to the restaurant, and Ana told 
her about Benny and her aunt’s grief. 

Mollie laughed unfeelingly. 

“T don’t care for dogs,” she said. “I don’t really 
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care for children, either. I shouldn’t have minded a 
bit if I’d never had any.’’ She caught Ana’s eye and 
added hurriedly, ‘“‘Of course, I love the General now 
I’ve got him.” 

“He’s a darling,” Ana said, and her heart ached. 

Mollie ordered an extravagant lunch, but neither 
of them ate much. 

Mollie looked restless and nervy, Ana thought; 
she talked all the time, and laughed a good deal, but 
she did not seem really happy. 

“You've got thin,’’ she told Ana. “Don t get thin, 
it doesn’t suit you. You’re the sort who will look old 
if you get too thin. Don’t you hate being back at 
Wimbledon ?”’ 

“Yes, but I don’t think I shall be there long,” Ana 
said unthinkingly, then stopped and coloured. 

Mollie laughed. 

“Don’t tell me you are going to marry Tom 
Drake?” 

“Tom Drake?” Ana knit her brows. Tom Drake 
had quite slipped from her memory. “‘Good heavens, 
no!”’ she said fervently. 

“T thought he was nice,” Mollie said. 

“So he is, but I don’t want to marry him, I don’t 
want ”” Ana broke off; she had been going to say 
“I don’t want to marry anyone,” but checked herself 
in time. 

She wanted to marry Anthony—it was all she 
wanted in the world, but Anthony was already mar- 
ried, and to this girl who sat laughing and talking 
with her in such a friendly way. 
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She leaned back in her chair with a little sick 
feeling. 

It was all horrible—horrible. She felt as if some- 
one had thrown pitch all over something beautiful 
which she valued. 

Supposing she never could marry Anthony? Sup- 
posing—there she was again, straining every nerve 
to look ahead into the future. Why could she not be 
content to wait, and leave everything to the man she 
loved. For the first time she was conscious of some- 
thing very near despair. She had built a castle in the 
air, and lived in it for a few hours—but already the 
castle was tottering and threatening to fall. She was 
thankful when Mollie said she must go. 

“Tt’s been lovely seeing you, and [ hate running 
away, but I’ve got an appointment at three,” she said. 

Ana looked at her steadily. 

“T saw youina car the other day with Mr. Mahon,” 
she said. She longed desperately to tell Mollie all the 
truth; to say “Anthony and I were together and saw 
you, and Anthony knows everything, or thinks he 
does. He and I love each other. What are we going 
to do about it? Don’t you care for him any more? Do 
you want to lose him?” 

But she dared not. 

Mollie flushed up to her pretty eyes, but she 
laughed. 

“Did you? Poor old Ralph! He will run about 
after me. Of course, he has a pretty thin time with 
his wife.” 

She deliberately changed the conversation. 
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“How do you get back to Wimbledon? It’s an 
awful long way out, isn’t it?” 

They parted outside the hotel. 

“T’ll tell Anthony I saw you,” Mollie said. 

Ana walked away without answering. 

“Horrible, horrible,” she told herself again, but 
hardly knew what she meant. 

She felt guilty, as if she had been discovered in 
some crime. She tried to recall what Anthony had 
said to her, how he had looked, how he had held her 
hands and kissed her lips, but somehow it all seemed 
unreal and so far away. With him she had forgotten 
that he was Mollie’s husband; now she could re- 
member nothing else. 

She went back to Wimbledon by the longest route. 
She felt she could not bear the silence of the house. 
Even poor old Benny would have been a welcome 
companion. 

When she got home she made herself some tea. 
Her head ached, and she was surprised to find that her 
hands were trembling. 

“T wish I hadn’t seen Mollie,” she thought angrily. 
‘Why did I ?—it was like being a Judas.” 

The postman’s knock rang through the empty 
house, and Ana ran to the door. One letter lay on the 
mat. It was addressed in Anthony’s writing. Ana 
picked it up and held it to her heart. She was con- 
scious of a sudden reaction—a grateful reaction. It 
was as if he were with her again, holding her hand, 
chasing her fears away, showing her only the beauty 
and happiness of the future with him. 
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“T love him. I will never give him up,”’ Ana told 
herself fiercely, and realized for the first time that 
since she left Mollie that afternoon there had been 
no other thought in her mind but that she must give 
him up, that she could not go on. 


CHAPTER XI 
A NTHONY HAMBLEDON’S letter was short. 


“Unless you hear from me to the contrary,” 

he wrote, “I shall be in London on Monday.” 
He gave the address of the hotel at which he would 
stay. ‘Come to me there, Ana. I saw Mahon’s wife 
when I got back here—or rather she came to see me. I 
will tell you about it when we meet. You can say 
good-bye to Wimbledon, my dear—I am not going to 
part from you again. I have come to the conclusion 
that ‘honour’ is an empty word invented by somebody 
without human impulse. I feel like a man who has 
inexpectedly been let out of prison into sunshine which 
only exists because of you. I give you my word that 
you shall never regret the step we are to take together. 
I am living only for the moment when I shall see you. 
A man’s life is his own affair, after all. If you have 
any fear for the future I will make you forget it when 
we are together.” 

“He is mad,” Ana told herself breathlessly. She 
raised his letter to her lips. ‘But I love his madness.” 

Monday! and to-day was Friday. 

Anthony made no mention of Mollie, nor of the 
General ; he took it for granted that Ana would ask no 
questions, raise no objections. She sat down at the foot 
of the stairs with sudden overwhelming weakness. 

Life had been so uneventful until lately, and now 
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all at once she was whirled into the midst of things 
which she had never thought could touch her life. 

She was conscious of a great fear through all her 
happiness. What would the world say? What would 
Miss Sawyer say? 

She shut her eyes and tried to realize the gossip 
there would be—the horror among her aunt’s few 
cronies; the nine days’ scandal—Ana had been 
brought up with a wholesome idea of scandal. It had 
always seemed so terrible to her to hear people 
talked about in lowered voices, as if they were un- 
clean; whispered about with a sort of ghoulish glee. 

It would be terrible for Miss Sawyer, too; she so 
prided herself upon her unimpeachable respecta- 
bility. 

“Run away with a married man! How shocking! 
What a terrible woman!” 

She seemed almost to hear the voice of Miss 
Selby and Mrs. Clair, her aunt’s chief friends. 

Ana clasped her hands to steady their trembling. 
Once before she had heard those two excellent, but 
exceedingly narrow-minded women sitting in judg- 
ment upon a girl who, like herself, had thrown every- 
thing to the winds, and followed the call of love. 

She had even listened and approved of their con- 
demnation. 

“He cannot possibly marry her’—so they had 
declared. ‘“‘He is a married man, and his wife will 
never divorce him.” 

And they had been right—the man never had mar- 
ried her, and she had died. Anthony was a married 
man, too! Supposing Mollie would not divorce him? 
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And yet—if it was true about Ralph Mahon Her 
head felt whirling. Anthony meant to divorce Mollie, 
she was sure; and yet—supposing it was all untrue? 
Phillis Mahon was a sick and jealous woman; she 
might have exaggerated things. 

“She’s only foolish. I’m sure she’s not really 
wicked,” Ana told herself fiercely, and then wondered 
why she always felt driven to defend Mollie. Surely 
it was to her own disadvantage. 

Then there was the General! He loved his father; 
supposing—Ana knew that sometimes the lawstepped 
in and did all sorts of queer things to people who 
thought they could run their lives on lines other than 
those laid down by convention. 

Supposing they would not allow Anthony to have 
the General? 

She hid her burning face in her hands. Somehow 
she had not thought it would be like this; she had 
imagined it would be so easy and that her only emotion 
would be one of passionate gladness, but instead 
she was torn by a thousand conflicting fears. And she 
had only two days in which to make up her mind what 
she meant to do with all the rest of her life. 

In some ways Fate seemed to be playing into her 
hands. 

Miss Sawyer was away—it would be so easy to 
carry out Anthony’s wishes, nobody would be there 
to stop her, or to argue that she was doing a wrong 
and foolish thing. 

But was it wrong or foolish? Anthony did not 
think so—he was prepared to face anything rather 
than lose her. 
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She read his letter through again. It did not sound 
like him—there was an unrestraint about it that 
was foreign to his nature. 

In some ways Ana was remarkably clear headed. 
She realized that he had written under great stress 
of some sort, and back came the old haunting fear 
that perhaps it was anger and jealousy that drove him. 
Supposing he still loved his wife ? 

“But he doesn’t, he loves me.’ Ana found that 
she had spoken the words aloud, but they sounded 
strangely unconvincing, and with a little shudder she 
got up, turned out the light, and ran upstairs. 

The house felt so lonely, and yet it seemed to be 
filled with mocking, jeering voices that whispered all 
around her: 

“A married man! Your friend’s husband. You 
can’t do it! No decent woman would.” 

“She hasn’t been true to him, or even fair,’’ Ana 
retorted in her heart, and then found that she was 
crying. 

It was cruel that life should give a thing with one 
hand and then try to snatch it away with the other. 
Real love was so rarely found, and she knew that hers 
for Anthony was real enough—the only real thing 
she had ever known. 

“I’ve got two days in which to make up my mind,” 
she told herself wildly, and two days was a long time. 
Ana was not naturally impulsive, but in the morning 
as soon as she had finished her pretence of a breakfast 
she put on her hat and coat and went to see Mollie. 

She felt that she must see her again before she left 
for Lyme Regis, though why she did not know. 
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It was early when she reached Mollie’s hotel. 

“Mrs. Hambledon is not up yet,” she was told. 

“T will go to her room,” Ana said. 

She did not know why she had come; did not know 
what she meant to say, and when she found herself 
outside Mollie’s door she was seized with sudden 
fright. 

Was this visit going to make things worse? Was 
she foolish to believe she could make them better? 

“Come in,” said Mollie’s sleepy voice and Ana 
walked blindly into the room. 

The blinds were all drawn and the room was very 
dark. 

“It’s me—Ana!”’ Ana said, and she heard the little 
smothered exclamation of amazement from the bed. 

“You! Good heavens! is anything the matter?” 
Mollie groped for a light and switched it on. She sat 
up, blinking and frowning. 

“Why, what on earth i 

“T wanted to see you before you left,’ Ana ex- 
plained incoherently. “I thought you might be going 
early.” 

“Early! Why, what time is it?” 

“Tt’s nearly eleven.” 

Mollie laughed rather ashamedly. 

‘How disgraceful ! but I was ever so late last night. 
It was about three before I came in ” ‘Then she 
stopped and looked as if she wished she had not 
said it. 

“Anyway, it’s kind of you to come,” she added 
rather shortly. 

Ana shut the door and came forward. 
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“IT want to talk to you,” she said agitatedly. 

“Oh, lord!” Mollie stifled a yawn. ‘“What’s it 
about? I’m not fit to listen to anything yet. Wait till 
I’ve had a bath and got dressed. I haven’t had any 
breakfast.” 

“T can’t wait, Mollie,” and broke off in distress. 
‘Oh, please listen to me,” she begged. 

There was a little silence, then Mollie said very 
quietly: “Well, go on!” 

She looked wide enough awake now, and a little 
shadow of fear kept snapping to and fro in her pretty 
eyes. She clasped her hands round her knees, resting 
her chin on them; suddenly she gave a stifled cry. 

“It’s the General! he’s ill?” 

“No, no—he’s quite well,’’ Ana said hurriedly, but 
she felt as if someone had stabbed her. Mollie must 
love the General very much after all to look so fright- 
ened. “It’s nothing to do with him,”’ Ana repeated. 

“Oh !’’ Mollie drew a swift breath of relief. “Well, 
then, nothing else matters. Go on—let’s hear what it 
is.” 

Ana sat down on the bed. 

“We've always been friends,” she began in her 
direct way, “and I’ve always been fond of you, that’s 
why I’m here. Mollie—it’s about Mr. Mahon. Were 
you out with him last night?” 

Mollie coloured to the roots of her hair, and her 
lips moved in quick denial, but she checked the words 
to say instead: 

“Supposing I was? Why do you ask ?” 

“Because someone has been telling things to—to 
Anthony,” Ana said. 
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There was another eloquent silence. Mollie lay 
back on her pillows, the colour dying from her face. 

“How do you know?” 

‘‘Never mind, but 

“You have seen him?” 

eeVecus 

“When?” 

“At the beginning of the week when he was up in 
town. He wrote and asked me to meet him-” 

*‘And you never told me?” 

“T was afraid to.” 

Mollie gave a short laugh. 

“Saint Ana and Saint Anthony!” she sneered. 
“Well, what did he tell you?” 

“Not very much. He wanted to know if J—if 
you 9 

“Tf I’d made a confidante of you. Yes, go on.” 

“T said I didn’t know anything except that you 
were friendly with Mr. Mahon.” Ana stretched out 
an imploring hand. “Don’t look like that! If I 
wasn’t fond of you I shouldn’t be here.” 

“Fond of me!” Mollie pushed her hand away. 
“‘Nobody’s fond of me—I’ve come to that conclu- 
sion,” she said harshly. “I suppose I’m not the sort 
that people really love.” She closed her eyes and lay 
still for a moment, then she said again: ““That ex- 
plains why he was so strange the other night. He 
wouldn’t stay with me—he got another room.” 

“Oh!” Ana rose and went over to the window. 
“Do you mind if I pull up the blind? It’s so dark.” 

She did not wait for permission; she drew it up, 
letting in the sunshine. 
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“What else did he say?’ Mollie asked in a hard 


little voice. 

“T can’t remember, but I think someone had been 
talking to him.” 

“Phillis, I expect,’’ Mollie said. “I always hated 
her.”’ She threw the bedclothes aside. ‘“What is he 
going to do?” she asked. 

“Do?—he didn’t say.” Ana could not look at 
her. She was wishing with all her soul she had not 
come, and yet—“I had to, I had to”—she thought 
hopelessly. 

She turned suddenly. 

“Don’t be a little fool, Mollie,” she implored. 
“Think what you are throwing away. It’s for all your 
life, you know—and you did love him once!” 

“T loved acid drops once,”’ Mollie said with bitter 
mirth. 

She looked very young and sweet as she sat on the 
side of the bed, staring down at the floor. Her hair 
was rumpled like a child’s, and her throat and shoul- 
ders were white and beautiful above the loose folds 
of her nightgown. 

“Tt’s his fault as much as mine!” she broke out 
with passion, after a moment. “His fault and the fault 
of that hateful Africa! I loathe it! I won’t go back, 
I won’t’—and suddenly she began to cry, petulantly, 
like a child. “I’ve begged him to bring me home to 
live and he won’t,”’ she sobbed. 

“How can he? his work is out there,” Ana said. 

“Besides, you were happy enough at first, weren’t 
you?” 

“T never was. I don’t know why I married him— 
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because he didn’t seem to want me, I suppose—you 
don’t understand, Ana, you’ve lived such a dull life. 
I must be made a fuss of, and admired—and out there 
—there’s nobody! nobody!” 

‘“‘There’s Anthony, and you married him for love,” 
Ana said. 

It seemed a crude joke that she should be pleading 
for the man whom she wanted with all her heart and 
soul for herself. With every word she was undermin- 
ing the foundations of her own happiness, and yet she 
knew she must go on—leaving no stone unturned. 

“What did you say to him?” Mollie asked with a 
sob. “‘I suppose you must have said something?” 

“T said I was sure you had done nothing wrong— 
that you were just fond of attention and flattery.” 

“T’ve never had any from him, anyway!” Mollie 
said fiercely. She got out of bed and put on her dress- 
ing-gown. ‘‘My head is just splitting,” she sobbed. 

‘That is because you were so late last night,” Ana 
told her. She looked out of the window again. 

The sun was shining and felt warm upon her face, 
and for a moment she shut her eyes and thought of 
Anthony down by the sea. 

Walking along the sands with the General, perhaps 
—perhaps thinking of her. She caught her breath 
with a sharp little sound of pain and turned. 

“Tell him the truth, Mollie,” she implored. “When 
you go back to-day tell him the truth—all about the 
money and everything. He’s so—decent’—she 
choked a little over her stumbling defence of the man 
she adored. ‘He wouldn’t be hard on you. But you 
don’t need me to tell you that.” 


LIFE STEPS IN 181 


Mollie stood in the centre of the room, shivering 
and whimpering. 

“Well, then, you come with me,” she said sud- 
denly. “Anthony likes you. Anthony will listen to 
you. I’m afraid of him. I’m afraid to go alone.” 

Afraid! Ana felt her heart turn cold. Was Mollie 
more than just vain and foolish after all? 

“You can’t possibly be afraid of him,” she said 
hoarsely. ‘‘Nobody could.” 

Mollie caught her hand. 

“You come with me, Ana. I’ve got nobody but 
you, and Anthony will believe what you say.’ 

“No, no, I couldn’t.” 

“Why not? You’re alone. Miss Sawyer is away, 
isn’t she?” 

“Yes, but 

“Be kind to me, Ana—I’I] never forget it, I swear. 
Come down with me, and things will be all right, I 
am sure they will—Anthony will believe what you 
say.” The same old coward cry. 

“T can’t! I can’t!” Ana drew her hand away. “It’s 
not my business—he would hate me to interfere. 
Don’t be a coward. He’s your husband—if he—loves 
you ”” The words were dragged from her. 

“That’s what I’m not sure about any more,” Mollie 
wailed. ‘‘He did love me at first, I know, but 
lately ” She broke off, wringing her hands. “T 
know what it will be,”’ she said, suddenly calm. ‘“He 
will take the General away from me.” 

Ana looked at her with tragic eyes. 

‘Do you love the General so much?” she asked 
slowly. 
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Mollie’s face quivered. 

“‘FYe’s all I do love in the world,” she said pathet- 
ically. “I know I’m not as nice to him as I might be— 
but I love him all the same, and if Anthony tried to 
take him away ’” Her face flamed passionately. 
“T’I] kill him if he tries to,” she cried. 

Ana made no answer. 

“Why did I come! why did I come!” she was 
asking herself again frantically. She felt as if with 
every spoken word Anthony was slipping farther 
from her. 

Mollie began to dress with feverish hands. 

“T’ll catch the earlier train. I didn’t mean to go 
till the afternoon, but I’ll catch the earlier train. Ring 
for my bill, will you? and ask for some tea. I can’t 
eat anything, it would choke me.” 

Ana obeyed silently. 

She had never seen Mollie like this before. Was it 
genuine, she wondered? genuine love for the General 
and fear of losing him, or was it—guilt ? 

She hated herself for the thought, but she could not 
dispel it; Mollie talked away all the time; she seemed 
to be regaining her confidence. 

“Things will be all right, you see,” she said more 
cheerfully. “I’ve always been able to manage Anthony 
before—he’ll believe what I tell him. It’s kind of you 
to have come, Ana, but I think you are exaggerating 
things.” She even laughed a little. “I can get Tony 
back in two minutes,” she declared. ‘““He’s jealous, 
that’s what it is!” 

‘And do you think you will be able to explain about 
the money?” Ana asked. Her limbs had gone icy 
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cold and felt like dead. She was losing Anthony— 
losing him of her own will. 

Mollie shrugged her shoulders as she slipped them 
into her frock. 

“I suppose I shall have to tell him the truth about 
that,” she admitted with a little grimace. “But it will 
blow over. He ought to give me pretty things himself 
if he doesn’t like me taking them from other men. 
How do you like this frock, Ana?” She pirouetted 
in front of the mirror like a little peacock. 

“Did Ralph Mahon give it to you?” Ana asked 
bitterly, and then could have bitten her tongue 
through. 

Mollie flushed scarlet to the roots of her hair. 

“And supposing he did?” she demanded shrilly. 

Ana’s self-control gave way. 

“T should like to thrash you,” she stormed passion- 
ately. “You are bad and wicked. How dare you 
behave as you do when life has given you so much to 
be thankful for? You ought to be eternally grateful 
for what you've got when you look round and see how 
little other people have. You ought to thank God for 
your happiness, and instead, all you do is to run about 
after rotten men like Ralph Mahon and take money 
and presents from them—men who are not fit to black 
Anthony’s boots. Haven’t you got any pride or self- 
respect? Aren’t you ashamed? Why, I would rather 
die than take a farthing of Mahon’s money, and I 
haven’t got anything at all—not anything!” She 
stopped, breathless and panting. Mollie was very 
white, but there was an ugly sneering smile on her 
lips. 
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“Y’m afraid you’d never have the chance to take 
any man’s money, my dear Ana!” she said cruelly. 
“But you don’t seem to mind taking it from Anthony 
or from me—we’ve kept you for more than three 
months, remember.” 

It was an unpardonable thing to say, but both girls 
had entirely lost their self-control. 

“And as for preaching at me,’’ Mollie went on 
hoarsely, “I think you’ve got rather a nerve to say 
anything, when I know, if nobody else does, that you 
are head over ears in love with Anthony yourself.” 


CrAr PER: X14 
| OOKING back afterward on that moment it 


seemed to Ana as if the whole world were 

suspended, waiting, to hear what her answer 
would be to Mollie’s accusation. Those horrible, 
whispering, mocking voices seemed to be all about 
her again, jeering, laughing at her, till in sheer 
desperation she tried to silence them with her own. 

“T will never forgive you for that as long as I live,” 
she said hoarsely, and turning, she wrenched open the 
door and was gone. It was some time later before she 
realized what she was doing or where she was; then 
she found that she was in the park where she and 
Anthony had walked together that afternoon, and 
that it was raining. Already her clothes were wet, 
and she felt cold and shivering. 

“T will never forgive you as long as I live’’—that 
was the [ast thing she had said to Mollie, and what a 
foolish thing to say! Never forgive her—for what? 
For having discovered the truth? Because it was the 
truth. She did love Anthony—she adored him. She 
realized in agony what a muddle she had made of 
things. Why could she not have kept her promise, and 
have left everything for him to manage? 

“But I had to see her, I had to!” she told herself 
again feverishly. She felt horribly guilty and humili- 
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ated. She felt as that other poor girl must have felt 
when Mrs. Clair and Miss Selby talked about her 
with such shocked enjoyment. 

Soiled, that was how she felt, and ashamed! and 
yet she had done nothing that really mattered—she 
had even tried to save Mollie from herself. But she 
had taken Mollie’s husband; she knew that no matter 
how the future panned out for them, Anthony Ham- 
bledon belonged to her and always would. 

She remembered Mollie’s sneering voice and smile. 

“T hate her, I hate her,” she thought with blind 
passion, and she felt as if her heart that had been so 
uncertain and unhappy turned suddenly to stone. 

She had a right to the happiness which Mollie had 
thrown aside; she had done her best to help Mollie, 
and now she no longer cared. On Monday she would 
go to Anthony, and they would never part again. 
Defiance took possession of her. What did it matter 
if the world jeered and looked down upon her? What 
did anything matter if only she and Anthony were 
together? 

There was a letter from Miss Sawyer by the mid- 
day post. Brighton had deteriorated, she wrote; it 
was not what it used to be in her young days. Was Ana 
watering the aspidistra carefully? Was she counting 
the silver spoons every night before she locked them 
away? 

Ana half smiled as she read the many instructions 
and questions. 

Already Miss Sawyer and everything connected 
with her seemed to be a part of life remote and far 
away; soon she would have left them behind foreyer. 


LIFE STEPS IN 187 


She was glad now that she had seen Mollie again— 
that interview had made up her mind for her once 
and for all. 

She had burned her boats—life could never step in 
again to take happiness from her. 

She spent the afternoon looking over her clothes. 
They had never before seemed so shabby and unin- 
teresting. She wondered what Anthony would think 
of them? He who was so used to Mollie’s extravagant 
attire. 

She counted her little store of money; not quite 
fifteen pounds. It was not possible to buy very much 
with so small a sum. 

While she was wondering despondently what she 
could do, the doorbell rang, and when she went down 
to answer it she found Mrs. Inglis’s friend Jessica 
on the step. 

Ana had forgotten all about Jessica—forgotten all 
about everyone but Anthony Hambledon; she felt a 
little confused as she asked her to come in; she won- 
dered if Jessica could see anything different or strange 
about her; somehow she felt quite changed, almost 
like another person. 

“T am all alone,” she apologized. “But if you will 
stay and have tea with me I shall be delighted.” 

She took the First Prayer into the sitting room. 

“T daresay it’s all very different to what you are 
used to,” she said as she saw the way Jessica looked 
around her. 

Jessica laughed. 

“Tt is, rather,” she said, ‘‘there is such a terrible air 
of respectability about everything. I’m sure you’ve 
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never committed a sin in your life if these are the 
surroundings you were brought up in.” 

“T’ll get tea,” Ana said, and escaped. 

When she came back Jessica was ensconced on the 
hard, uncomfortable couch, with every cushion in the 
room beneath her head, smoking a cigarette. 

How horrified Miss Sawyer would be! Ana thought 
with a covert smile. She was sure that nobody had 
ever before smoked a cigarette in the room, or in the 
house for that matter. 

“T was calling near, so I thought I’d run in and 
have a look at you,” Jessica said. ‘‘No sugar, thanks, 
and no milk—if you’ve got any lemon, I'll have a 
slice instead—it keeps me thin.” 

She looked at Ana with her bright eyes. 

“T like you, you know,” she said frankly. “You 
intrigue me, if you can understand that! I should like 
things to happen to you.” 

Ana laughed. ‘“‘Whatever do you mean?” 

Jessica waved her cigarette in the air. ‘“Oh, I don’t 
know. I should like you to fall in love, or something— 
not any milk and watery kind of affair, but something 
desperate—a married man or something.” 

“That's not a very kind wish, is it?’ Ana asked 
with an effort. 

“It would be an education for you,” Jessica said 
coolly. “It would sort of complete you. It completed 
me, anyway—lI was just nothing at all before that 
happened.” 

‘Where is he now?” Ana asked bluntly. She kept 
her eyes away from her companion’s. 


LIFE STEPS IN 189 


Jessica did not answer for a moment, then she 
laughed. 

“TI haven’t seen him for three years. I don’t ever 
want to see him again.” She sat up suddenly, and 
threw her unfinished cigarette into Miss Sawyer’s 
spotless grate. ‘““That’s a lie,” she said in blunt contra- 
diction to herself. “I do want to see him. I’d walk 
from Land’s End to John o’ Groat’s this minute if I 
could just see him for half an hour, but he wouldn’t 
be at all pleased to see me.” 

“Why not?” 

Jessica’s painted face wrinkled into a puck-like 
smile. . 

“Poor lamb, he had what the psychologists call the 
guilty complex,” she explained. “‘His conscience woke 
up and gave him a nasty prick or something. He tried 
to explain it to me, but I can’t understand things like 
that, having no conscience myself. If I want a thing 
I just—grab!” she put out her hand with an eloquent 
gesture. “I don’t see any fun in standing aside like a 
perfect lady and saying to the other competitor, ‘All 
right, you have him ’” She lay back again on the 
cushions. ‘“‘What stuff I’m hurling at you,” she said 
rather breathlessly and her booming voice lost its 
momentary softness. “I didn’t come here to unburden 
my soul to you, but to ask you to dine with me on 
Monday.” 

“On Monday,” Ana flushed. “I’m afraid—at least 
I’m not sure—I’ve half promised someone else, 
but—if it falls through ¢ 

“All right—if he turns you down, come along,” 
the First Prayer said calmly. “I know what men are.” 


190 LIFE STEPS IN 


“T never said it was a man.” 

Jessica’s eyes twinkled. ‘‘No, but if it was a woman 
you wouldn’t look all hot and bothered,” she said 
pleasantly. ‘“Never mind! I’m only teasing. Tom 
Drake is coming—he’s dying to see you again.” 

‘What nonsense!” 

“No, it’s true, and he’s a decent sort. Too decent 
for you to marry.” 

‘What do you mean?” Ana asked half angrily. 

“Nothing for you to get annoyed about. I only 
mean that with him for a husband you'd never have a 
thrill—no heartaches or ecstasies.”’ 

‘Do you think anyone wants them?” Ana asked 
sceptically. 

‘Whether we want them or not, we all get them,” 
the First Prayer said with conviction. “Of course 
we don’t want them! At least, not when we’ve got 
them; and yet—it’s something to look back on when 
it’s over.” 

“You don’t think love lasts, then?” 

“Lasts! yes, for about five minutes, but it’s a very 
good five minutes.” She drank her tea and lit another 
cigarette, 

‘Are you all alone in this house?” she asked. 

SOV eget? 

Jessica shivered. 

“Rather like being in a tomb, isn’t it?” 

“T’m used to it.” 

“Poor kid!” There was a note of kindness in her 
voice that brought the tears to Ana’s eyes. She sud- 
denly felt lonely and unhappy without knowing why, 
and in her heart she found herself saying as a child 
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might have said: “I want Anthony—I want Antho- 
ny.” With an effort she recovered her self-control. 

“T think it’s very kind of you to come here,” she 
said. “I’m not reaily your sort a bit, am 1?” 

The First Prayer smiled whimsically. 

“IT think you will be, some day,” she answered. 
“T think you and I are going to see a lot of one 
another, and be good friends.” 

“We shall not. I am going away on Monday for- 
ever,” was the triumphant thought in Ana’s mind, but 
she only smiled and said she hoped so. 

“Well, if you can come on Monday, I shall be 
bucked to see you,” Jessica said as she left. “Don’t 
dress up—any old rag will do.” She guessed that Ana 
had no evening frock. 

“I’m afraid old rags are all I’ve got,” Ana said, 
but she did not mind admitting it to Jessica; there was 
something very human about her in spite of her 
painted face and booming voice. 

When she had gone Ana went back to her room 
and looked at the clothes lying on the bed, but some- 
how she seemed to have lost interest in them. 

Jessica had said that love did not last—and Jessica 
was a woman of the world. 

“But she has never loved anyone as I love An- 
thony,” Ana thought with passionate belief. “And 
nobody has ever loved her as he loves me.” 

She hardly knew how to get through Sunday. She 
thought she would go to church as she usually did, to 
please Miss Sawyer, and then suddenly she was afraid. 
It seemed all wrong to go to church with Monday so 
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near—Monday which was to be the end of her old 
life and the joyous beginning of her new. 

She tried to read but she could not take in a single 
word of what she read. There was no story but her 
own worth thinking about. 

She ate nothing all day, she had no appetite; she 
packed and unpacked her suitcase with feverish hands. 

One moment she told herself it would be unlucky 
to get ready so long before she was to leave the house; 
the next she told herself that she dared not leave it 
too late in case she had to go unexpectedly. She wrote 
half a dozen letters to Miss Sawyer and destroyed 
them all. What could she say that Aunt Hilda would 
understand ? How could she explain this thing which 
to Aunt Hilda would be inexplicable? She would not 
think of Mollie, or of the General, and yet once 
during the long night she sat up in hed with a start 
and with the conviction that she heard the General’s 
lame, dragging step on the landing outside her door. 

“’m dreaming,” she told herself; but it had been 
a very vivid dream. 

She woke from a fitful sleep early in the morning 
with a fast-beating heart and a frightened sense of 
impending calamity. She sat up in bed and lit the 
candle on the table beside her. It was five o’clock by 
the watch which had been her mother’s, and which 
she always kept hanging on the bedpost, and outside 
it was just faintly beginning to get light. 

Ana remembered that this was her great day—and 
for a moment she shut her eyes and life seemed to 
pause for a moment beside her before racing her on 
again to the inevitable. 
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She took Anthony’s letter from beneath her pillow 
and read it through for the hundredth time. 

“Unless you hear from me to the contrary. 

There was still that possibility—tthat dread! 

And yet, was it a dread? Ana felt as if some voice 
had gently whispered the question in her ear. 

A dread, or a hope? 

Did she want to hear that he was not coming, after 
all? 

No, no; a thousand times no—she wanted him as 
she had never wanted anything in her life; as she 
would never want anything again. She longed for 
the moment of their meeting as a’man dying of thirst 
longs for the stream of water which he knows is only 
just beyond his reach. 

She got up before it was quite light, and dressed. 
She did all the little duties about the house and had 
breakfast; then she went to the front sitting-room 
window to wait for the postman. 

When she saw him far away down the end of the 
road her heart almost stopped beating. Supposing 
there was a letter to say Anthony was not coming 
after all? to say that he and Mollie had made things 
up between them and were going to start again? 

“T shall die if that has happened. I shall die,” Ana 
thought desperately. The postman came nearer. He 
was a cheery-looking man, and he whistled as he 
sorted his letters. He paused at Miss Sawyer’s gate, 
glanced at the number on the door, glanced at the 
letters in his hand—Ana held her breath. 

Then he went on. 

There was no letter from Anthony—she was to 
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hear nothing to the contrary—the gates of Paradise 
were still open. 

The morning passed in a dream. The tradesmen 
called—and a man to see to a leaky tap. He took so 
long about his job—Ana was in a fever of impatience 
to be rid of him. An hour before she need have started 
she was ready—her suitcase strapped—all the money 
she possessed in her handbag. And the sun shone 

‘Happy is the bride the sun shines on,” the words 
floated unbidden into Ana’s mind. 

She felt like a bride—and yet Anthony was a mar- 
ried man! The thought brought a momentary chill 
with it which she hurriedly brushed aside. What did 
mere form and ceremony matter? He was hers, and 
she was his. 

When she reached London she bought a rose from 
a flower woman at the street corner and pinned it in 
her coat. It was a white rose, and its scent was like 
all the days of summer mingled together. 

Anthony was not due at the hotel till three o’clock, 
so Ana lunched at a bun shop and then walked again 
in the park. 

It was here he had said he loved her—here she had 
known that nothing could alter fate, and that she 
would inevitably throw in her lot with his. At three 
o’clock she was at the hotel. Would he be there? she 
was sure he would—eagerly waiting for her—looking 
out for her. 

It was a quiet hotel and the lounge was deserted 
save for a red-faced elderly man reading a newspaper. 
Ana wondered what he was doing there and for whom 


he was waiting. She asked at the desk if Mr. Hamble- 
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don had yet arrived, and was told no, but that he 
had wired booking rooms. 

“Oh—thank you.” 

Her heart was racing as she turned away and her 
cheeks felt burning. She sat down in a leather chair 
and tried not to watch the door. He must come soon, 
in a few minutes she would see him—his tall figure 
and blue eyes; in a few minutes he would be holding 
her hand. Of course he would take a taxicab from 
Waterloo. He would come as quickly as possible. 

What was Mollie doing? The thought seemed to 
project itself into her unwilling mind like a knife 
thrust. Since that scene with Mollie in the hotel Ana 
had resolutely shut her out of her thoughts, but now 
it was as if some brutal hand opened the closed door 
of her mind and forced Mollie back again. 

What had happened? and what had been arranged 
about the General? 

“T shall know everything directly,’ Ana told her- 
self confidently and tried to steady her throbbing 
nerves. ‘‘He will tell me everything as soon as we 
meet.” 

It seemed like a dream—a fevered dream. She felt 
as if she were looking on at the emotions of a third 
person. It could not possibly be she herself—the 
respectably brought up Ana Fabian, who was sitting 
there so calmly, waiting to run away with another 
woman’s husband. Calmly! No, not calmly; for her 
heart seemed to be beating up to her throat, choking 
her, and every nerve in her body felt like wire strained 
to the uttermost. 

“Tt will be all right when I see him—it will be 
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Heaven when I see him,” Ana told herself, and felt 
like a child who tries to be brave in dreaded darkness. 

A clock chiming somewhere seemed a tremendous 
noise and roused her with a great start. Half-past 
three! 

Supposing he did not come? Supposing something 
had happened! Supposing the train had met with an 
accident, or the taxicab? 

Ana remembered she had felt like this the day she 
waited for Hambledon at Euston, and after all, 
everything had been all right. 

The red-faced man had gone, leaving his newspaper 
on the seat, and Ana picked it up and tried to read it. 
But the print danced crazily before her eyes and her 
hands were so unsteady she could not hold the paper 
still. She put it down again and walked to the door. 

The sun was not shining any longer—the world 
looked gray. 

As she turned to go back to her chair something fell 
at her feet, and looking down she saw it was the rose 
which she had fastened into her coat so happily that 
morning. Its scented head drooped wearily on a limp 
stem as she picked it up, and she held it in her hand 
with a sense of foreboding. 

Four o’clock! 

The girl behind the desk was watching Ana with 
interested eyes, and taking her courage in both hands 
Ana went up to her. 

“Mr. Hambledon did not say what time he would 
arrive?” 

The girl shook her head. 

‘No; he just said some time to-day.” 
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“IT see.” Ana hesitated. “Have you got a time- 
table?” she asked timidly. All her courage seemed 
to be oozing away. The girl gave her one and with 
nervous fingers she hunted up the time of the trains 
from Lyme Regis. 

There was no other till about five o’clock that 
evening. 

“T think Mr. Hambledon must have missed the 
morning train,” she forced herself to say with stiff 
lips. 

The girl at the desk smiled in kindly fashion. 

“People often miss trains,” she agreed. ‘“Why 
don’t you have some tea?” 

Ana had some, but she felt like choking. Something 
had happened to him, she told herself wildly, or had 
Mollie—he and Mollie—she dared not speculate 
along those lines. 

Five o'clock; half-past! Six o’clock; half-past! It 
was no longer a dream, but a crue! nightmare. Ana 
was faint and terrified. 

He was dead—or injured—she would never see 
him again—she felt as if her fear would drive her 
mad. 

Something had happened or he would never be so 
cruel as to leave her like this—something—suddenly 
she remembered Jessica’s half-tolerant, half-sneering 
words—‘‘Poor lamb, he had what the psychologists 
call a guilty complex—he tried to explain it.” 

Ana rose to her feet; she felt that she must get out 
into the fresh air or she would die. 

She was vaguely conscious of someone coming 
toward her—a boy in uniform—one of the hotel 
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boys. He was speaking to her, offering a telegram 
on a tray. 

“Name of Fabian, miss? Is this for you?” 

“Oh!” Ana was conscious of a blinding relief that 
was almost agony. She could hardly breathe as she 
tore open the envelope. For the moment she had 
forgotten her fear; she only realized that no doubt 
this would explain. 

It was a tragic explanation: 

“General met with serious accident. Cannot pose 
sibly come. Forgive me. Will write, Anthony.” 


CMAP TER XT] 
A NA dined with Jessica that night after all. 


Like someone in a dream she found herself 
back at Wimbledon, her suitcase clasped in 
her hand. 

The house seemed cold and unfriendly, and she felt 
as if she were stepping back into the past—a long- 
forgotten past, as she closed the front door behind 
her. 

The rest of the evening stretched before her inter- 
minably; she knew she could not stay there alone. 

She had not dared reply to Anthony’s wire—she 
could not imagine what had really happened. Some- 
how she had no real belief in the General’s accident; 
a jealous thought gnawed her heart that perhaps 
Anthony and Mollie had made up their differences 
after all, and that she was to be pushed out of his 
life forever. 

“Well, it serves me right,” she thought fiercely, 
and tried to keep back the tears that would come to 
her eyes. 

It was the end of romance—the end of a dream that 
had been too beautiful ever to be more than a dream. 

Jessica’s sarcastic words kept returning to her: 

“Poor lamb! He had what the psychologists call 
the guilty complex! His conscience woke up and gave 
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him a nasty prick or something.” The thought of 
Jessica recalled her invitation for that evening. It 
was not yet too late to go, and anything would be 
better than her own company. 

Ana changed her frock and bathed her face. 

“T will not think; I won’t let myself think,” she 
told herself all the time. ‘“‘He’s going to write and 
then I shall know all about it. I won’t think a thing 
till then.”’ 

She took a taxi to Jessica’s flat. Drake was there 
already, and Mrs. Inglis and Roy Summers and an- 
other man. 

Drake seemed delighted to see Ana. He could walk 
with crutches if they gave him plenty of time, he 
explained; he hoped soon to be able to take her out 
in the car once more. 

“IT wouldn’t trust myself to him, Miss Fabian,” 
Roy Summers said. “He'll only smash you up again.” 

‘I don’t care if he does,”’ Ana answered recklessly, 
then flushed as she heard the betrayal in her own 
voice. : i 

“Well, have a cocktail before you die, anyway,” 
Jessica said. She looked at Ana with a kindly sym- 
pathy in her eyes. ‘““How do you like my Abode of 
Love?” she asked, by way of changing the conversa- 
tion. 

Ana looked round the room. It was very different 
to Mrs. Inglis’s. 

“T call it the scrap book,” Jessica explained. 

It was quite a good name for it. No thing in the 
room seemed to belong to any other. The chairs were 
all of different periods—the carpet was Futuristic, 
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and a beautiful bust of Tennyson rubbed shoulders 
with a hideous plaster caricature from Paris. 

“T pick things up all over the world,” the First 
Prayer explained. ‘Things I like at the moment and 
haven’t got the heart to chuck out when I get them 
home and find they don’t fit in with my original 
scheme of decoration.” 

“Did you ever have an original scheme?” Drake 
asked unkindly. 

“T did, I assure you,” Jessica answered. ‘“There 
was a time when I was quite a nice sort of person and 
believed in love in a cottage, and happiness forever 
after, and doing my own housework, and making jam 
and cakes and all the silly early Victorian domestic 
things which are now such a washout. Come along, 
let’s eat,’ she added brusquely, as if afraid she was 
showing too much genuine emotion. 

Ana sat next to Drake. She supposed that she 
talked to him, and she knew that there was a lot of 
laughter and noise, but nothing was very clear. Her 
heart and brain seemed beating time to a mocking 
voice that never ceased. ‘“‘He had what the psycho- 
logists call a guilty complex.” 

Why couldn’t she get those stupid words out of her 
head? What was the sense of them anyway? 

Suddenly she felt as if the whole room were reced- 
ing from her; as if she could not breathe; as if she 
were falling into a bottomless pit. Her last memory 
was of putting out her hands helplessly for someone 
to save her before she fell. 

When she woke up again she was lying on a bed in 
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a strange room and Jessica was bending over her 
gently rubbing her hands. 

Strange how gentle the First Prayer’s hands could 
be, Ana thought in a dreamy way; she didn’t look 
gentle—she looked hard—she looked as if life had 
hit her so many heavy blows that now she was forced 
to hit back just as heavily and all the time. 

“Better?” she asked. ‘‘No, don’t try and get up. 
You fainted. It was the hot room and too much wine. 
Drake ought to be ashamed of himself for letting you 
drink as much as you did. He knew you weren’t used 
to it.” 

“Too much wine!”’ Ana struggled into a sitting 
position. Her head was splitting and her face burned. 
“‘Oh—how dreadful!” she said. 

Tessica shrugged her shoulders. 

“Tt’s nothing. We've all done it in our time,” she 
said carelessly. ““But you gave us rather a scare. Sure 
you’re feeling all right?” 

“Yes, except for my head.” 

“Well, lie down again; they’ve all gone long ago.” 

“Oh!” Ana let her head fall back on the pillow. 

“T must be going home,” she said weakly. 

“Home!” Jessica laughed. “My dear, it’s five 
o’clock in the morning. You’ve been asleep here for 
two hours. You must wait till the buses and things 
start running again.” 

“Five o’clock!”’ Ana tried hard to think; to sort 
herself out, but she gave it up. “What time was it 
when I was ill then?” she asked. 

‘About two, I should think.” 
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“Two! But I’d only just come. We were having 
dinner.” 

“We'd finished dinner ages before you fainted; 
never mind, don’t worry. Here, Tl make you a cup 
of tea.’ 

““Haven’t you been to bed?” 

“No; but that’s nothing unusual for me.” 

Jessica had changed her frock for a loose oriental- 
looking gown, and her feet were thrust into big, 
floppy shoes with no heels which flapped as she 
crossed the room. 

“T wonder what Aunt Hilda would say?” Ana said 
drowsily. 

It didn’t seem to matter much anyway; nothing 
seemed to matter now that memory was returning, 
and she realized what had happened earlier in the 
evening. 

It was like a stab of exquisite pain—like a knife in 
her heart to remember that long wait at the hotel 
and then Anthony’s telegram. 

Jessica brought the tea and curled herself up on the 
end of the bed. 

“Want to talk?’ she asked; “or will you go to 
sleep again?” 

“T can’t sleep.” 

“We'll talk then. It'll be light soon.” 

There was already a curious gray light in the room 
which made Jessica look old and weary. She leaned 
her chin on her hunched-up knees and stared at Ana. 

“What are you going to do with yourself?” she 
asked bluntly. 
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“What do you mean?” The question startled Ana. 
“To with myself? Why, go home, of course. I’m 
sorry to have been such a nuisance.” 

“T didn’t mean that. I meant, what are you going 
to do with your life?” 

“My life—why—I don’t understand.” 

“Ffe didn’t come, I suppose,” the First Prayer 
interrupted bluntly. “Look here, you can trust me. 
I went through merry hell myself three years ago, and 
I know the symptoms. He didn’t come; did he?” 

“No.” 

“Why not?” 

Ana shook her head, then suddenly she laughed 
bitterly. 

‘Perhaps he had what you call a ‘guilty complex,’ ” 
she said almost hysterically. 

“Don’t drop the cup,” Jessica interrupted. She 
took it from Ana and put it down on a table. “‘Come 
and live with me,” she said. “I’m lonely and so are 
you. You’d be quite free. Have you got any money?” 

“Nothing worth calling money.” 

“Well, I daresay we could manage. I like you.” 

‘You’re kind; but I’ve got an aunt.” 

“We've all got aunts,” the First Prayer said grimly. 
“T’ve got stacks of ’em myself, but I don’t let them 
worry me. Do you like her ?”’ 

“No, not particularly. She disapproves of me.” 

“Well, come and live with me,” Jessica said again. 
“T shan’t disapprove of you or ask you any questions. 
You can go your own way and I’ll go mine.” 

“T can’t—I mean—lI must think it over,’ Ana 
stammered. She felt that all she wanted was to be 
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alone; to stave off the moment when that letter would 
come from Anthony—the moment when she would 
learn the truth, whatever it was. 

Till then she knew that she would hardly be able to 
exist or get through the hours. 

The First Prayer was very discerning; she saw it 
was no time to pursue the subject further; she slipped 
down off the bed and took away the tea things. 

“Go to sleep,” she said. “I’ll come and wake you 
when it’s breakfast time. Don’t worry—no man’s 
worth it.” 

Ana turned over and shut her eyes. 

Not worth it! What was the good of telling her 
that! Would it have been any good telling Jessica 
the same thing three years ago? 

“But I haven’t lost him yet,” Ana tried to comfort 
herself. “It’s just that I’m tired and afraid. Of course 
I haven’t lost him; he really loves me.” 

But she could not sleep; she lay awake till Jessica 
returned with breakfast on a tray. 

“Fat something and then you can have a bath and 
I'll drive you home,” she said. ‘“‘A bath is one of 
the seven wonders of the world, do you know that? 
It’s saved me from suicide dozens of times.” 

Ana had to laugh. 

“Tt’s a fact,” Jessica said solemnly. “I can remem- 
ber coming back one night—I didn’t live here then. 
I was cold and wet through and sick with crying, and 
I thought to myself ‘I won’t go on, I’ll end it. What’s 
the matter with the gas oven’—I went to wash my 
hands, and the water was beautifully hot, and so I 
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had a bath instead, and the hot water was so com- 
forting and Well, here I am!” 

‘“‘You’re very kind and cheering,” Ana said grate- 
fully. “Not that I was thinking of the gas oven,” she 
added with a little grimace. 

She felt better when she had eaten; she felt much 
better, as Jessica had predicted, after the hot bath; 
then Jessica fetched her car and they drove back to 
Wimbledon. 

The sun was shining, and nothing ever seems so 
bad when the sun is shining. Ana’s hope and courage 
rose as they drove through the fresh air. Anthony 
had said he would write, and Anthony was a man of 
his word. There might even be a letter when she got 
home—certainly there would be one in the morning. 

Jessica refused to come in when they reached 
Wimbledon. 

“Tl toddle back,” she said. “And don’t forget, 
don’t stay here alone and mope. Just run round to 
me any time you feel dull. I’m not much company 
perhaps, but I’m better than the blue devils.” 

When she had gone, Ana went indoors, drew up 
the blinds and opened the windows. Already she was 
ashamed of herself for last night’s despair. 

After all, if the poor little General had really met 
with an accident how could Anthony leave him? She 
had been most unreasonable in her judgment. She 
went up to her room feeling almost cheerful, and then 
her eyes fell on the suitcase which she had packed to 
take with her to Paradise and which she had not had 
the courage to unpack when she came in last evening. 

She stood for a moment in the doorway looking at 
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it, then she went hurriedly forward and thrust it out 
of sight under the bed. She felt as if her lost happiness 
was mocking her, and yet—if things had gone as 
she had hoped and believed, how would she have felt 
this morning? 

Had Life stepped in once more for some purpose of 
its own ?—some good purpose? 

“TI shall never have such a chance of happiness 
again,’ Ana told herself with passionate resentment. 
Why did Life need to interfere? And yet it was 
always like that—nobody was ever allowed to be 
quite happy. 

The midday post brought a:letter from Miss | 
Sawyer. The weather had improved, and Brighton 
did not seem such a bad place after all, she wrote 
grudgingly. 

“J may stay a few days longer—lI badly need a 
rest—I hope you went to church on Sunday. A 

Ana laughed at that—it was so like Miss Sawyer. 

In the afternoon, just as she was thinking of going 
for a walk, there was a ring at the front doorbell. 

Ana’s heart leaped. Supposing it was Anthony! 
She ran to open the door. Her pulses were racing and 
she could hardly breathe, but it was only Mrs. Inglis 
with a large bunch of roses which, so she explained, 
Tom had insisted upon her bringing. 

“Fe was so worried about you, you dear thing,” 
she said. “I think we were all worried, you looked 
so perfectly ghastly! But I must say you seem all 
right this morning. You’ve got such a lovely colour.” 

But Ana’s colour was fading as quickly as it had 
come, and her thudding heartbeats had died down. 
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“It’s very kind of him, and of you to have come all 
this way,” she said. “I’m quite all right. I don’t 
know what possessed me last night. I’ve never fainted 
before.” 

‘“‘Tom sent his love, and wants you to come back 
with me to tea,’ Mrs. Inglis told her. “I’ve got a car 
and I’m a better driver than he is. Do come, or he'll 
say I haven’t persuaded you sufficiently.” 

Ana was glad to go. It was not that she wanted to 
see Drake, but that it would help while the hours 
away, and to-morrow she was sure there would be a 
letter from Hambledon. 

Drake was very charming to her. He made her 
feel, without saying it in so many words, that her 
happiness mattered very much to him. 

When she left, Ana felt strangely soothed and 
comforted. She had had so little kindness, and it 
helped to give her back something of her self-esteem 
which she felt she had lost during those long weary 
hours of waiting in the hotel. 

She slept well that night, and only woke to the 
sound of the postman’s knock ringing through the 
house. 

She ran downstairs in her nightgown and bare- 
footed. Three letters lay on the doormat. A circular 
—a bill, and a notice from the Women’s Guild for 
Miss Sawyer. Nothing from Anthony. 

Ana stood for a long time on the cold linoleum 
staring incredulously before her. He had not written. 

She tried hard to understand why; to be fair to him. 
The General must be very ill; perhaps Anthony had 
not been able to leave him. 
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Ana turned and went slowly back to her room. 

“He could have found time to write if he had 
wanted to,” she told herself. “Z could have found 
time.” 

She sat down on the side of the bed and shut her 
eyes. 

“This is what comes of making myself cheap,” she 
thought bitterly. “I must have been mad. How could 
I have done such a thing?” 

Her whole body felt burning with shame as she 
looked back. 

Hambledon was a married man, and yet she had 
been willing to go away with him; she had thought 
of nothing except her own passionate desire for . 
happiness. Now, in the light of her disappoint- 
ment and bitter doubts, that happiness seemed micro- 
scopic in comparison with everything else; with 
self-respect and the condemnation of the world—and 
the ruin of the future. 

“I suppose he despises me—they say men always 
despise women who let them see they care.” 

Such thoughts ran like red-hot needles through 
Ana’s brain, goading her almost to despair. She felt 
that if Anthony did not write she would die of 
shame, and yet at the end of the week, when still no 
word had come, she was going on dusting the house 
and cooking meals for herself and sponging the 
aspidistra. But she felt as if something had slowly 
died in her heart and that life would never be the 
same again. 

Mollie had not written, and Ana dared not write 
to her. She felt like a blind man groping in the dark- 
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ness, not knowing what she might knock up against 
next that would hurt her afresh. 

Then Miss Sawyer wrote that she was coming 
home. Ana was glad—it would give her something to 
think about at least. She began systematically to clean 
the little house down from top to bottom. 

She was washing the few old bits of china that 
ornamented the sitting-room mantelpiece one morn- 
ing when the garden gate slammed and glancing 
toward the window Ana saw Anthony Hambledon 
coming up the path. For a moment she could not 
move. She felt as if she were turned to stone. Then he 
rang the bell, and Ana mechanically dried her wet 
hands and arms on a glass-cloth and went to open the 
door. 

It was a dream, she kept telling herself. She was 
sure that when she opened the door she would find 
nobody there—she would find she had just imagined 
that she saw him. 

Her fingers shook and she bungled the latch, so it 
was some seconds before she could draw it back; but 
when the door was open, it was really Anthony who 
stood there. 

He looked tired, as if he had not slept for a long 
time, and his face twitched a little when he tried to 
smile. 

“T suppose you thought I was never coming,” he 
said. 

““Y es—no 
swered. 

They looked at one another silently. Then Ham- 
bledon asked: 


”” Ana hardly knew what she an- 
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“Well, may I come in?” 

“Yes—I am quite alone, but—yes, come in,” Ana 
said, and she stood aside to let him enter. 

The dreamlike feeling was still upon her, and as he 
passed her she put out one shaking hand and touched 
his coat. He was real; after all the long days and 
nights of unbearable anguish, he was here with her 
again. 

“There is a fire in the sitting room,” she said. “I 
was washing the china. I hope you don’t mind. I had 
to do something to pass the time,” she added, un- 
conscious of the pathos of her own words. 

But it was all right now. In a moment she would be 
in his arms—in a moment his kisses would have wiped 
out forever the pain she had suffered. 

She followed him into the sitting room and began 
to pick up the bowl of soapy water, and the tray on 
which she had stood the china to drain. 

“T’m sorry to be in such a muddle. You should 
have let me know you were coming,” she said. She 
felt almost light-hearted; she felt years younger. 

But when she turned to the door, Anthony stopped 
her. He took the bowl from her and put it back on 
the table. 

“Never mind those things,” he said harshly. ‘““Don’t 
waste time, Ana—don’t waste the last short time we 
shall ever have together.” 

Ana fell a step backward, leaning heavily against 
the door. 

“The last short time we shall ever have together.” 
Those were the words he had said; words that he 
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meant. He had come to say good-bye. She stood star- 
ing at him blankly. 

Yes, he looked unhappy; here was no happy man 
come to the woman he loved. 

Ana felt cold from head to foot; cold with a 
dreadful sort of nervelessness that was more mental 
than physical. 

“Come here,” Anthony said. 

He took her hand and drew her across the room to 
the fire which she had lit because the morning was 
chilly. It blazed and crackled cheerily, as if in merry 
competition with the sun that shone through the 
window and threatened to fade Miss Sawyer’s best 
carpet. Ana realized that the blind ought to be down; 
Miss Sawyer always drew down the blind when the 
sun shone. 

Anthony was speaking again, and with a great 
effort she dragged her thoughts back to listen to what 
he was saying. 

“T tried to write to you. I wrote a dozen letters 
and destroyed them all. What have you been thinking 
of me, Ana?” 

Ana tried to answer, but she seemed to have no 
control over her lips, and she shook her head dumbly. 

Anthony let her hand go and turned away, lean- 
ing his elbow on the mantelshelf, much to the danger 
of Miss Sawyer’s bits of china and countless photo- 
graph frames. 

“The General had a horrible accident,” he said 
hoarsely. “He was climbing on one of the groins— 
you know how often I’d warned him to keep off 
them. It was one of those high ones on the town 
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side. He slipped and fell with his leg under him— 
his bad leg. They say he may never be able to walk 
again.” 

Ana made a little convulsive movement; she half 
put out her hand to touch him, then drew it away 
again. She was sorry the General was hurt, of course, 
dreadfully sorry—she loved the General, but not so 
much as she loved Anthony, and Anthony had come 
to say good-bye—to count her out of his life. 

He went on talking, not seeming to notice her 
silence. 

“Tt was the morning his mother came back. She 
was in a terrible state, of course. We did everything 
possible—specialists down from town—they could 
not move him—afraid to, I suppose. He is still there 
in the cottage—in your room, Ana.” 

Again Ana tried unsuccessfully to speak. She knew 
something was expected of her, words of sympathy 
or comfort, but she could find none. It seemed absurd 
that she should stand here dumb, while the man she 
loved with every beat of her heart told her that he 
was in trouble, in great trouble; absurd that for the 
moment, at any rate, she could only think of herself, 
and of the culminating tragedy which she knew was 
drawing nearer every moment. 

Anthony went on again: 

“We thought at first the boy would die—I was 
almost sure that he would, and Mollie ” He 
paused. “It seemed quite to change her. I should 
never have believed it possible’—he turned and 
looked at Ana for the first time. ‘“We had a long 
talk one night, she and I—the night the doctors said 
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he would live I think it was, but I’m so confused— 
it all seems such a muddle”’—he passed a hand wearily 
across his eyes. “It had drawn us together, somehow 
—the boy’s accident, and we seemed to understand 
each other better than we had ever done before.” 

“Yes,”? said Ana. The word broke from her be- 
fore she was aware of it, and her voice was all harsh 
and jarring. 

She wanted to burst into frightful, mocking laugh- 
ter. She had guessed this all along. Life had been 
kind to Mollie if it had been cruel to her. Life had 
sent this accident to the General just at a moment 
when Mollie needed something to throw into the 
scales against her impending loss of Anthony. Mollie 
had played her cards well, of course; she could be 
trusted to seize upon every small opportunity and 
make the most of it; she could be a consummate 
actress when it suited her. 

Anthony went on unsuspectingly: 

“She told me everything—all about Mahon— 
everything! The money she had borrowed from him 
—her foolish vanity a 

Ana bit her lips till they bled to keep back passion- 
ate words that came crowding to them. 

“Yes, after I told her you knew! Of course she 
would be clever enough to make a clean breast of it 
when she knew she was found out. What a fool I 
was! Why did I ever go to her? Oh, God, I’ve ruined 
my own happiness.” 

But not one word escaped her; she just stood there 
staring at Hambledon with tragic eyes, while he 
blundered on, trying to be just to his wife, trying 
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to spare Ana all he could, while with every word he 
drove knives into his own heart. 

“She asked me to forgive her—for the sake of the 
boy, even if I no longer cared for her myself. She 
asked me to forgive her, Ana’’—he said again almost 
piteously, as if imploring her to help him, to see 
things as he had been forced to see them. 

“Yes,” said Ana. 

Stupid that she could find no other word. She longed 
so passionately to help him; her only desire was to 
put her arms round his neck and to draw his face 
down to hers, and say, “I love you,” and yet she 
stood there motionless, repeating in a parrot-like 
way, ‘yes’ —and then again “‘yes,” as if there was no 
other word in all the world. She felt as if she had 
fallen into a kind of stupor out of which she 
struggled with a mighty effort to attend once more 
to what he was saying. 

“After all, she is my wife, and the General’s 
mother. God knows I’m no saint to refuse forgive- 
ness to anyone. What could I do?—I—I—and the 
boy so ill ”” His voice trailed away into silence, 
as if he had exhausted the few poor arguments and 
defences at his command. 

Then for some moments neither of them spoke. 

Ana found herself thinking with a sort of im- 
patience, ‘Oh, if only the sun wouldn’t shine—if 
only it could be gray and dreary.” The sunshine 
seemed such a mockery; life was one great mockery. 

“Ana,” said Hambledon hoarsely. 

He held out his hand to her, but she stood back 
shaking her head, trying to smile. 
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“That won’t help us, will it?” she asked, and she 
was amazed at the deadly quietness of her own voice. 
How could anyone speak with such deadly quietness 
when one’s heart was being torn—torn! 

“So you will sail—when?” she asked. 

“How do I know? We can’t move the boy yet 
awhile. It alters everything.’ He spoke almost 
angrily; then suddenly he turned and before she 
could guess his intention he took her in his arms. 

“Kiss me, Ana—for God’s sake, kiss me.” 

““No”—she tried to thrust him away. “I can’t— 
please don’t !|—I can’t.” 

“T’ve longed for you so. That night—don’t 
you think it was hell to me to know you were there— 
waiting—I thought of you more than I thought of 
the General, even though he is my son, and you e 

“And I’m nothing,” Ana said. 

She tried to smile, but her lips felt as if they 
were grimacing. “It’s all right, dear’—she put up 
one hand and touched his shoulder. ‘‘Don’t blame 
yourself, or be hurt—it’s just—life! one of these 
things that happen, and which nobody can explain. 
It doesn’t matter. I shall be all right—I can go on 
as I was before. I can go on ’” But she knew she 
could not; she knew that Life had stepped in and 
taken away peace and contentment and happiness 
forever. 

“I love you with every beat of my heart,” Ham- 
bledon said. “It’s as if you are part of me—always 
with me. There isn’t a moment of the day or night 
when I don’t think about you and want you.” 

Ana shook her head. 
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“It won’t help to talk like that, Anthony, you 
know it won’t. I suppose it serves us right—me, at 
all events. I knew all the time you were married—I 
ought to be ashamed’’—her cheeks flamed suddenly. 
“IT was ashamed—when you didn’t come—when you 
didn’t write ¥ 

“Oh, my dear " 

She swayed suddenly in his grasp. 

“Oh, please let me go,”’ she whispered. 

He took his hands away from her, and she groped 
backward for a chair. 

“It’s silly. ’'m just—tired ! It’s been rather a dread- 
ful week,” she explained tremulously. “I think if you 
don’t mind, you'd better go now. I shall be all right, 
really, quite all right.” Then suddenly she broke 
down, and hid her face in her hands. She thought 
frantically, “if only he would go—if he would 
go before I make a fool of myself and beg him not to 
leave me—if only he would go before I say that I 
can’t live without him, that I don’t care for anything 
else, if only I can have him!” She beat her clenched 
hands against her eyes trying to keep back the tears 
but they would come, raining down her face, and her 
whole body was shaken with terrible sobbing. 

“Go away—go away ” 

But even as she implored him, his arms were about 
her, and her head pressed down against his shoulder. 

“T love you, I love you, I love you!” he said, his 
lips against her hair. “It breaks my heart to hear 
you cry. Oh, for God’s sake, Ana, don’t cry like 
that.” 

She struggled hard for composure; she was afraid 
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of her own grief and despair. If she felt like this now, 
with his arms about her, how would she feel to-mor- 
row, and in all the years to come, when he was far 
away? 

He went on passionately: 

“Tt’s all my fault. I’d cut off my right hand to make 
you happy, and I’ve hurt you like this.. It’s my 
abominable selfishness—I ought never to have told 
you how much J cared.” 

Ana put up her arm suddenly, drawing his head 
down more closely to her. 

“Don’t say that—don’t! it’s been so wonderful to 
know that you love me. Nobody can take that away, 
whatever happens. It’s something to remember when 
I’m an old woman”’—she tried to laugh, such a poor 
little laugh, broken with sobbing. 

His arms tightened their hold of her slim body. 

‘‘And you were so nearly mine, Ana, if this hadn’t 
happened.” 

She could find no words with which to answer him. 
If this hadn’t happened! If things had gone as they 
meant them to go—but life never goes as one means 
it to go; it goes its own irrevocable way. 

Anthony kissed her hair again and again. 

‘Ana, did you hate me very much for not coming 
that night?—what did you do? I pictured you—it 
was torment to me.” 

“T went home—after your wire came.” She shiy- 
ered in his arms, “I went home like a whipped school- 
girl.” 

“Ana [?? 
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2 She raised her face, all flushed and wet and de- 
ant. 

“But I didn’t stay at home. I couldn’t have stayed 
there alone whatever happened. I went out to dinner 
with a woman I know—and I had too much to drink.” 

“Oh, my dear, don’t talk like that.” 

“I did.’ She drew herself restlessly away from 
him, and knelt down by the fire. Her face burned, but 
yet she was shivering. 

“T don’t remember much about it,’”’ she said uns 
steadily. ‘But it was a horrible evening—horrible— 
I don’t want to think of it.” 

“And now—what will you do now, Ana?” 

She looked up at him with tragic eyes. 

“With the rest of my life do you mean? That is 
what Jessica asked me. Jessica was kind, I think she 
understood. You see some man turned her down 
once.” 

“Ana 1? 

She tried to laugh. 

“Well, that’s what’s happened to me, isn’t it? 
You’ve turned me down, haven’t you? It’s quite 
right, of course, but all the same ” The fierce 
defiance of her voice broke, and she gripped her 
hands together to keep back a fresh fit of sobbing 
that threatened to overwhelm her. 

“T’ve not turned you down. It’s cruel of you to say 
I have. I’d give my life if you and I could belong to 
each other.” 

Ana closed her eyes. 

“Well, we could,” she whispered with white lips. 
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“A week ago the thought of—of Mollie and the 
General didn’t seem to matter to you, but now " 
Hambledon caught her hands, roughly dragging her 
to her feet. 

“JT love you as much as I did then—more! and I 
want you so terribly that I can’t tell you how much— 
can’t think of anything else. But it’s the boy 

“And Mollie,” Ana said defiantly. 

She felt that she hated Mollie; she felt as if she 
was being forced to look on in silence while Mollie 
cheated at a game they were both playing, cheated 
and won. 

“Mollie is nothing to me,” Hambledon said des- 
perately. “I would not say it to another living soul, 
but it’s God’s truth. If I go back to her “ 

“Tf you go back to her!’’ Ana interrupted pas- 
sionately. ‘You've never left her yet! Not that I 
want you to—I suppose I ought to be very much 
obliged to you or to Fate, or whatever it was that 
kept you away from me that night. As a matter of 
fact, I am! I don’t care—not really. x 

“You don’t care! Look at me and say that again.” 

She raised her eyes to his; she tried hard to say 
again, “I don’t care,” but her lips were shaking so 
that she had no control over them, and when with a 
little triumphant laugh Hambledon released her, she 
slipped down to the floor at his feet, hiding her face, 
and rocking to and fro in an agony of grief. 

“I do care—I do!” she whispered desolately. “I 
care so much that I want to beg you not to leave me. 
I want to tell you that I can never be happy again 
without you. I want to tell you that I don’t care any 
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more if it’s right or wrong—I don’t care if I’m 
punished all my life, and through all eternity, if I 
can just belong to you, just be loved by you ¥ 

But when he would have lifted her to his heart, 
she would not let him touch her. 

“Don’t listen to me—don’t believe what I’m say- 
ing. I think I’m a little mad. I shall be all right 
presently, when you’ve gone away. I’m not really a 
coward. It’s only that I’m tired—so tired sn 

She dragged herself closer to the fire, holding her 
trembling hands to its warmth. 

“There! now I’m better. Do I look an awful 
sight? I’m sure I do. I hate crying. I don’t often 
cry, but once I start I never seem to be able to stop.” 
She went on talking, hardly knowing what she was 
saying, fiercely conscious that if Anthony took her 
in his arms again she would never be able to part from 
him, and they had got to part! Life had decreed it— 
Life had stepped in with a drawn sword and said, 
“You shall not.” 

Ridiculous that people could not fight with Life 
and conquer it, ridiculous that it should be a giant 
which no David had been able to slay. 

She looked up into Hambledon’s white face. 

“Does Mollie know that you were coming to 
see me?” 

KIN OL? 

“I’m glad. She need never know anything about 
us now, need she?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“That we were silly, and thought we loved each 
other.” 
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‘We never ‘thought’ it, we knew! We know it 
now. You know, as well as I do, that if we never 
meet again we shall love one another to the end of 
time and eternity.” 

Never meet again! Ana winced as if he had struck 
her. 
All right to parley words now he was here, now that 
she only had to put out a hand to touch him, only to 
raise her eyes to see his beloved face, but what about 
the months and the years lying ahead of her, when 
there would be an emptiness in life that nothing 
could ever fill? 

“T can quite understand what Jessica meant about 
the gas oven,” Ana said hysterically. ““That’s how 
I feel at the moment, only there isn’t a gas oven 
in the house. Aunt Hilda is afraid of them—she 
would never have one.” 

“Ana—what are you talking about?” 

Ana laughed shrilly. 

“Only what Jessica said. Some man threw her 
over, and she went home and looked at the gas 
oven. Anthony!” 

He had caught her wrist in a grip that hurt, and 
his eyes blazed as he looked down into her white 
face. 

“My God, if you say things like that I'll never 
leave you. Do you think I should ever know one 
moment’s peace or happiness again if I thought, if I 
dreamed Say that you didn’t mean it, Ana, that 
you were just trying to frighten me.” 

“I wasn’t talking about myself. I wasn’t trying to 
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frighten you. I was just telling you what Jessica said. 
Anthony, you hurt me—let me go.” 

“T will never let you go.”’ She was held fast against 
his breast. “What does anything matter if only I 
can have you. I love you; there’s nothing in life for 
me if I’m not with you. We'll go away, Ana—just you 
and I. We'll be so happy. I can’t let you go, after all. 
You are more to me than anything in the world. Come 
away with me.” 

““And—the General?’ Ana said in a still little 
voice. 

Hambledon’s arms still held her, but they relaxed 
their hold, and for a moment they looked into each 
other’s eyes without speaking, then Ana raised her- 
self, and kissed him once, very tenderly, on the 
lips. 

“Tt’s beautiful to think of, dear,” she said in a 
whisper. ‘‘But—we can’t, you know we can’t.” 

She laid her hands on his, gently unclasping them. 

“Please go now.” 

“Ana ” 

‘Anthony, if you love me 

“Tf I love you!” 

She closed her eyes before the passion in his. 

“Because you love me, then.” 

“But this is not good-bye.” 

She could not answer, and he urged again. 

“This is not good-bye. You will let me see you 
again.” 

“Very well.” 

She stood rigidly while he kissed her, she dared 
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not even open her eyes, and he kissed her many times, 
on the lips, and throat, and hair and eyes. 

‘“‘Good-bye—all my beautiful happiness,” he said 
hoarsely. ‘“‘Good-bye, my sweetest—deares « 

As in a dream she felt his arms about her; such 
strong arms that for a moment seemed to-hold her 
safe against the world. 

But for such a small moment, ana then the heavy 
shutting of the front door told her she was alone. 


rin PT ER Ty 
A NTHONY HAMBLEDON walked away 


from Miss Sawyer’s house like a man in a 
dream. 

He had come up to town full of great ideas of 
self-sacrifice and strong determination, and they had 
all scattered to the four winds as soon as he saw 
Ana. 

What was the use of saying they must part? What 
were noble sentiments and honourable resolution 
compared with the ruin and desolation in Ana’s eyes? 
Real love does not come to many people in the world, 
happily no doubt for the world, but it had come to 
Hambledon. It was part of him; a thing of which 
he would never be able to say—“‘It’s all over and 
done with. It was sweet while it lasted, but time cures 
everything and I am cured.” 

One might as well take a man’s heart from his 
breast and expect him to go on living and breathing, 
as to take Ana out of his life and tell him to be 
happy and forget. And yet it was he who had told her 
they must part; he who had trotted out platitudes 
about honour and duty—empty platitudes about as 
dependable as the straw to which a drowning man 
will cling. 

Down at Lyme Regis with the General’s pain- 
drawn face before him, and Mollie’s tears, it had 
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seemed comparatively easy to tell Ana that they 
could never be anything to one another. Only a few 
hours ago, only that very morning, he had felt strong 
and resolute at the thought of saying good-bye to her, 
but now as he walked away through the sunshine he 
felt like a man going to eternal exile. 

He would never see Ana again, or if he did they 
would have to meet as the merest acquaintances. Im- 
possible! What was the use of trying to cheat himself 
with such childishness? 

At the end of the road he turned and went back, 
but a yard from the gate he stopped once more. He 
had given his word to Mollie that they would begin 
all over again—that they would never refer to the 
past, that it was finished and done with. How could 
he go back on that promise? It tied him with ropes 
of steel against which he struggled in vain. 

Back again—up to London this time, where he 
found himself in a restaurant staring with unseeing 
eyes at a menu card which an attentive waiter thrust 
before him. 

“A nice chop, sir—or a fillet steak.” 

“Yes, no—anything. Bring me what you like. I 
don’t care.” : 

What was Ana doing now ?—Anthony leaned back 
and closed his eyes, visualizing the room in which 
he had left her, with its old-fashioned useless knick- 
knacks and the bowl of soapy water on the table. 
Perhaps she was braver than he! Perhaps she was 
going on washing that awful china—going on with 
the monotony that was her life. Oh perhaps, like him, 
she was realizing the impossibility of going on at all. 
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Hambledon felt the sweat break out on his fore- 
head as he remembered her half-mocking words about 
Jessica. 

“Some man once threw her over’”—and his own 
reply, “I have not thrown you over.” 

But he had! He had thrown over the woman he 
loved for the woman for whom he cared nothing, 
but who was his wife and the mother of his son. Which 
was the right thing to do? To whom did he owe 
first duty? To Mollie, of course, and the General. 
The pendulum swung back and remorse touched 
him again. He had been ready to believe the worst 
of Mollie—perhaps because subconsciously he wanted 
to believe it, and she had sworn to him that Mahon 
was nothing to her—that she had just been flattered 
by his admiration—been vain and greedy for the 
things he could give her. Flattered by such a man! 
The only way was to horsewhip him; but Anthony 
did not want to horsewhip him—he did not care 
sufficiently for Mollie to wish to do that. 

It would take him years to repay the hound his 
money—he wondered if she had obeyed him and re- 
turned the swine’s presents. Poor Mollie! how she 
had cried; not her usual petulant tears, but bitter 
tears. 

Anthony moved restlessly as he remembered the 
scene between them. She had been genuinely remorse- 
ful he was sure, and she loved the General; there 
was no doubt that she loved the General devotedly. 

““A nice grilled steak, sir,” said the waiter. 

“Oh, all right, thanks.” 

What did he want with food? It would choke him. 
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He thought of that night he and Ana had supper 
together; it was afterward that she had said she 
would come away with him It hurt like a physical 
pain to realize all she must have endured when she 
waited all those hours for him the day of the Gen- 
eral’s accident. He had suffered too, but his anxiety 
for the boy had taken away half the pain. It was 
only Ana who had drunk her cup down to the dregs. 

‘“‘And I would give my life to save you a tear.” The 
words spoke in his heart, as if she were there listen- 
ing. Yes, he would gladly give his life for her, and 
he could do nothing. 

“Steak not nice, sir?” 

God! if only the fellow would leave him alone! 

With a mighty effort Hambledon dragged him- 
self from his reverie to answer, “Yes, it’s all right— 
quite all right, but I’m not hungry.” 

He struggled with a mouthful or two, then gave it 
up, paid his bill and went out into the street again. 

Sun still shining, and the flower woman in Tra- 
falgar Square had baskets full of shaggy bronze 
chrysanthemums. Somehow their colour reminded 
him of Ana’s hair—her one beauty as she had told 
him that day down by the sea. 

What did he care if she was beautiful or not? 
What did he care for anything but that she was his 
woman, made for him? 

He had told Mollie he would be back at the cot- 
tage that night, but presently he found himself in a 
telegraph office writing a wire to her. 

“Detained. Coming to-morrow.” 

When he sent it off he realized its futility. If he 
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meant to go back to-morrow he might as well go to- 
day. It was only putting off the inevitable. Either 
go to-day or never go at all—the temptation fol- 
lowed him through the sunshine maddeningly. 

“Never go at all.” 

Those were the words he wanted to listen to and 
obey. Never to go at all, to start a fresh life with the 
woman he loved. He would be condemned for it, of 
course, but what did that matter? 

‘““And—the General ?” 

It was as if Ana was beside him whispering those 
words as she had whispered them a moment before 
he left her. The General—yes—the brave little Gen- 
eral who even when he was suffering most had held 
his father’s hand hard and whispered that Lord 
Byron wouldn’t have cried. 

Was ever a man so torn and tortured? 

Hambledon tramped the streets for hours, and late 
in the afternoon when it was getting dusk he found 
himself back at Wimbledon again, at Ana’s gate. 

The house was in darkness. He stood looking up at 
it with tormented eyes. 

Where was she? What was she doing behind those 
darkened windows that looked as if they had a secret 
to hide? 

He went up the garden path, his heart thumping 
with dread, and knocked and rang, and rang and 
knocked, but there was no reply. 

He walked round the house—no sign of life, but 
outside the back door on the window sill was a pair 
of Ana’s shoes which had evidently got wet at some 
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time and had been put out in the sun to dry. She had 
forgotten to take them in, no doubt. 

Anthony stood looking at them, his face twitching 
as if with pain. He remembered those shoes well— 
Mollie had laughed at them for their low, square 
heels and workmanlike shape. 

‘How can you walk in them?” she had said dis- 
gustedly. 

“How can you walk in those?” Ana had retorted, 
making a little grimace at Mollie’s extravagant high- 
heeled shoes. 

Dear shoes—worn by the woman he loved. It 
is always the little things which one loves about 
people, little familiar things—a pair of gloves, a bat- 
tered cigarette case—an old pipe! 

Hambledon felt that he wanted to kiss those 
shoes standing there in such solitude, shut outside 
that house with the darkened windows, even as he 
was shut outside. 

Someone hammered on the garden fence dividing 
Miss Sawyer’s house from the one next door, and a 
maid poked her head over the top. 

‘There ain’t nobody in, sir,” she said interestedly. 

‘Thank you. Oh, thanks.” 

Anthony turned away. So she had gone out. Where, 
and with whom? What a fool he had been to leave 
her! One only had such a short life to live, and every 
day one threw away with profligate hands golden 
moments, golden opportunities for happiness. 

Somewhere he had once heard it said that none of 
us has a happy life but that we all have happy days. 
Well, he might have had one to-day! He might have 
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spent all the hours of sunshine with Ana, and instead 
- he had turned his back on them. 

How did one know that honour and duty were not 
just empty words? What a colossal joke it would be 
if on the other side of things—if there was any 
other side—one was laughed at for passing over hap- 
piness for the chimera of man-made laws? Life was 
such a contradiction, made up of hopes never fulfilled, 
of opportunities lost. 

If Ana had been here now, Anthony knew he 
would never have left her. If she had come to answer 
his knock at the door, Mollie and the General would 
have gone into the ragbag of forgotten things with- 
out a regret. 

Was he glad or sorry that the decision had been 
taken from his hands? He hardly knew as he went 
slowly down the little garden path with its trim edges 
and narrow border of lobelia and out into the road. 

Was this a God stepping in to save him and Ana 
from disaster with an action that seemed cruel, or 
was it just life playing another bitter joke on a man 
and woman who could never be happy apart? Ham- 
bledon walked away down the road with a heavy 
step, never dreaming for a moment that in the dark 
narrow hall of Miss Sawyer’s house Ana stood 
crouched against the wall, her hands clenched against 
her lips to keep herself from crying out, “I’m here, 
Anthony, I’m here!’’ She had seen him coming to 
the door, and had stood there afraid to move, hardly 
breathing. If she let him come in—oh, how she longed 
to let him come in; it was like standing there watch- 
ing herself die to deny him. 
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Then he was gone 

She listened apathetically to his heavy step 
dragging away down the road like the step of a very 
tired man, then suddenly she seemed to come to life. 
She rushed to the door and tore it open. 

“Anthony—Anthon e 

Down the road without a hat, almost stumbling 
in her eagerness, her hands outstretched, her breath 
coming in little sobbing gasps. 

‘“‘Anthony—Anthon vs 

It seemed to her that she must be screaming his 
name aloud, and yet no sound passed her lips. 

He had gone—she went to the end of the road, 
and stood there wringing her hands and sobbing, re- 
gardless of what the Misses Soames, two of her 
aunt’s cronies, who lived at the corner, would say or 
think if they saw her. He had gone—gone out of her 
life forever, so Ana told herself in frantic grief and 
pain. 

She wished she could die. 

“IT hate him, I hate him!” she moaned to her- 
self, but she knew that she loved him terribly. 

The figure of a man passed under a street lamp 
on the other side of the road. He was not in the 
least like Anthony Hambledon, but in her extremity 
Ana clutched at every shadow. She darted wildly 
across the road and was almost knocked down by a 
motor car that swung round the corner. The driver 
pulled up with a grind of brakes and shouted curses 
at her. 

‘“Why the devil don’t you look where 

It was Tom Drake. 


Ana!” 
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Ana laughed hysterically. 

“IT wish you had killed me. I wish you had,”’ she 
said wildly. 

“Good God, Ana.’’ He leaned over the low door 
of the car and clutched her arm. ‘“‘Here—I can’t 
get out easily—my cursed stiffness. No, I won’t let 
go. Come in. No, I won’t let you go—Ana i 

With difficulty he dragged her in beside him, still 
holding her in a grip that left bruises on her arm 
for days, and for a few moments she sat there sob- 
bing helplessly, all her self-control gone. 

Hs asked no questions, but he shifted his arm and 
put it round her as a brother might have done. 

Presently, when she was quieter, he said: 

*““Are you alone at home?” 

“iayes.” 

“We'll fetch a coat and I’ll take you for a run 
round. No, we won’t bother about a coat. I’ve got a 
fur rug here.” 

“Tve left the front door open,’ Ana sobbed. 

“All right. We’ll go and shut it.” 

He drove slowly up the road to the house. 

“Get your coat and hat and shut the door,” he 
said gently, “‘and if you’re more than three minutes I 
shall-come in after you.” 

“All right.” 

She obeyed without question. She was pathetically 
grateful for his kindness. 

“Saved me from making a perfect lunatic of my- 
self,” she thought sobbingly, as she struggled into her 
coat and came out again slamming the door behind 


her. 


234 LIFE STEPS IN 


“What a merciful thing it was almost dark!” she 
said brokenly, as she climbed into the car. “Did you 
think I was a raving lunatic?” 

He shook his head. 

“Did anyone frighten you?” he asked. 

Ana did not answer for a moment, then she said 
in a harsh voice: 

“Tt’s life. Life frightens me—terrifies me. It’s so 
lonely, so cruel.” 

“Poor kid.” 

She dragged her hand away from him when he 
would have held it. 

“Don’t. I shall only break down and howl again. 
Talk about something else. The weather—any- 
thing!” 

“Shall I talk about what I came to talk about?” 

“Tf you like, and if it’s interesting,’ Ana said 
recklessly. 

“Very well, then.” 

Drake stared straight ahead of him as he spoke. 
“Tt’s just this—will you marry me?” 

“Marry you?” Ana echoed his words chokingly. 
“Ts it a joke?” she asked with a little hysterical laugh. 

“No, it’s quite serious. Ever since you went away 
from Lyme I’ve been thinking about it and wonder- 
ing if there was any chance for me. I’m not well-off 
as you know, but it wouldn’t be so bad. Anyway— 
you wouldn’t be alone,” he added bluntly. 

“Oh! oh!” said Ana, and suddenly the tears were 
raining down her cheeks again. 

Alone! that was what she dreaded; to be alone for 
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the rest of her life with this dreadful hungering for a 
man she could not have hanging over her life, living 
in ao heart, a thing she could neither kill nor dis- 
card. 

Drake drove on some little distance in silence, 
then he said gently: 

“Don’t cry, my dear. Nothing is worth crying about 
if we can only see it that way. I always try to think 
that trouble and unhappiness come along very much 
as the measles and whooping cough do. You’ve got 
to have them—at least most of us have—and after 
all we get over them all right.” 

Ana struggled with a sob. 

“Some people die,” she said. 

“Yes, but you don’t,” he assured her. “You're 
too brave. In a few days you'll be laughing and happy 
again.” 

“That’s all you know,” Ana thought passionately. 
In a few days! Was it possible for anyone to stop 
loving as she loved in a few days? 

“You haven’t answered my question,” Drake said 
presently. He slowed the car down and drew it to the 
side of the road. ‘Marry me, Ana. I'll be so good to 
you. I’ll do my best to make you happy. You may 
not care very much for me, but if there’s nobody else 
you care more about ‘: 

‘There is,” Ana said sharply. 

And then for a little while neither of them spoke. 

“There is,” Ana said again at last. “I have to tell 
you. I want to be quite honest. I should like to marry 
you—in a way I should.” She tried to explain help- 
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lessly. “I dread the thought of being alone all my 
life, and nobody else has ever asked me to marry 
them—nobody else has ever : 

She had been going to say “‘ever loved me,”’ but 
she knew that was not true. She knew that Anthony — 
Hambledon loved her. Even though he had gone 
away, gone back to Mollie who cared nothing for 
him no matter how cleverly she might pretend, 
Anthony loved her and always would. 

A sudden wave of desolation swept her soul. 

Nothing to hope for—nothing! and yet in spite of 
that knowledge there was a tiny hope far down in 
her heart which she could not quite kill. Things came 
right in books. On the very last page things had a 
wonderful way of coming right and of letting people 
live happily ever after. Why shouldn’t it happen to 
her—to her and Anthony? Something, some desper- 
ate thing might happen to turn the scale one day. Life 
‘might step in with kindly tread instead of cruelly 
as it was doing now. 

Drake was speaking, very kindly and gently. 

“This other man—is it anyone who—well, for- 
give me for asking you, Ana, but doesn’t he care for 
you?” 

“He can’t marry me.” 

‘I see.” But she knew that he did not consider 
what she had told him very seriously; she knew that 
he thought it was just a passing fancy which she 
would live down or forget. 

She answered that thought defiantly: 

“T shall never care for anyone else. I have never 
cared for anyone in all my life till he came.” 
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“Td be content to be second best.” 

Ana smiled in the darkness. 

Second best! When it would be so many miles 
behind the beloved first. She temporized and asked, 
“What would your sister say?” 

“She guesses. Besides, she likes you.” 

“T like her, too,” Ana said. 

“Well, then ” He laid his hand over hers. 
“Why not?” 

She shivered in the cool evening air. 

“Not yet. I couldn’t. If you’ll wait.” 

“As long as you like, if it’s not too long. Life’s 
short, you know, and IJ don’t believe in wasting oppor- 
tunities given to us for happiness.” 

“Don’t you?” Ana said drearily, and thought of 
the day she had waited in vain for Anthony in the 
hotel lounge. All her life she would remember that 
afternoon, and every detail of her surroundings— 
even the face of the girl at the desk and the red- 
faced man who had sat opposite to her reading a 
newspaper. 

The faded rose had been eloquent after all— 
eloquent of hopes that had died just when they 
were so sweet and full of promise. She lost herself 
in unhappy thoughts, and Drake let her alone. He 
cared for her enough to understand her mood, and 
not to intrude upon it too closely. 

There were no great heights or depths to Drake’s 
capabilities for love, but with him a woman could be 
quietly happy without ever tasting ecstasy or despair, 
and he loved Ana as well as he would ever love. He 
wanted her to be happy; he hated her being lonely; 
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he wanted to give her a home of her own and chil- 
dren, and simple pleasures, whereas Anthony Ham- 
bledon would have wanted to give her the moon and 
the stars. 

‘Are you still alone in that house?” Drake asked 
presently, and Ana told him yes, but that Miss Sawyer 
was coming home the next day. 

“She should never have left you alone,”’ Drake 
said angrily. 

Ana laughed. 

“T’ve been quite all right until 
with bitter memory. 

‘May I come one day and see Miss Sawyer?” 
Drake asked. 

“If you want to, but you won’t like her, and she’ll 
disapprove of you; she disapproves of me—she dis- 
approves of everyone.” 

“T fancy I can survive that. Which day may I 
come ?” 

“Tl let you know. I’ll write.” 

“Thank you.” He drove on again. ‘Shall I take 
you home now?” 

“Please, and thank you for coming.” 

“Don’t say that. I came because I wanted to.” 

Ana lay awake for hours that night, unable to 
sleep, her eyes burning and her head throbbing. 

Two men loved her. 

“I wonder why?” she asked herself drearily. “I’m 
not pretty, I’m not anything. Nobody ever looked 
at me till Anthony came.” 

And now Anthony had gone; gone back to Mollie 
who did not love him. 


”” She broke off 
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“I may never see him again,” Ana told herself, but 
somehow the thought did not hurt. Her heart seemed 
to have gone numb, as if it had borne all the pain it 
could bear. 

If she married Tom Drake 

“I can’t. I never could. I don’t want to be any- 
one’s wife but Anthony’s. I’d rather be lonely all my 
life.” But life is long, and to most people loneliness 
is the biggest bogey of all. She closed her eyes and 
tried to live again those last moments during which 
Hambledon had held her in his arms. 

“Good-bye, all my beautiful Baphiness Good-bye, 
my sweetest, dearest $e 

Hot tears, which she dared not let fall, scorched 
her lids. She must not cry any more, her eyes would 
be red and swollen to-morrow, and Miss Sawyer 
would be sure to notice and make remarks. Ana was 
glad that her aunt was coming home. She would be 
someone te talk to, even if they only talked on unin- 
teresting subjects; it would give her an occupation, 
even if that occupation was only fetching and carry- 
ing and making the best of things. 

“And perhaps some day. ” That was the last 
unfinished thought in Ana’s weary mind before she 
fell asleep. 

The little hope that would not die! The little 
false hope that kept her from utter despair. 

In the morning when she went down to light the 
fire, the maid from next door was on the back door- 
step. She held a telegram in her hand. 

“The boy couldn’t make anyone hear when he 
came,” she explained. “I heard you come in late last 
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night, miss, and I thought you was tired and laying 
on a bit, so I took it from him, and here it is.” 

Ana thanked her. 

“T was tired, and I didn’t wake till nearly nine. I 
expect it is from my aunt to say what time she will 
arrive.” And yet it was not like Miss Sawyer to waste 
money on telegrams. She always said that if news 
was good it could wait, and if it was bad there was no 
need to hurry to break it. 

But in this case the news was bad, and was sent by 
one of Miss Sawyer’s cousins with whom she had 
been staying at Brighton. 


Your aunt very ill. Please come at once. 


Ill! Miss Sawyer’s letter yesterday had said how 
unusually well she was feeling. She had never had a 
day’s illness in her life, not real illness, Ana thought, 
as she hurriedly dressed, without further thought of 
breakfast. She left a message with the people next 
door, and explained that she would be back soon. 

“Probably to-night, unless my aunt is very ill. I 
will let you know, and if anyone calls fi 

“A gentleman called yesterday evening, miss,’’ the 
little maid told her. ‘“He went round to the back and 
tried all the doors, but I told him I thought you was 
out.” 

“Yes, thank you. I suppose I was out,’ Ana an- 
swered hurriedly. “And I don’t think he will call 
again, but if he does—if he does, please tell him Miss 
Sawyer is ill and I have been sent for.”’ No, Anthony 
would not call again, she was sure. This was the end, 
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unless something very unforeseen happened—as it 
did :n books! 

There she was again, hoping, always hoping. 

“And there isn’t any hope—no hope at all,” Ana 
told herself as she hurried to the station. “Only a fool 
would ever think there might be.” 

But all the way to Brighton that hope sang in her 
heart. Some day! some day! To-morrow, or the 
day after, or the day after that—or perhaps even 
months or years ahead something would happen that 
would give Anthony back to her—something must 
happen on some great to-morrow. But as all the 
world knows, to-morrow never comes. 


CHAPTER XV 
A NA got to Brighton before lunch. She rose to 


the extravagance of a cab and drove up to 
the house where Miss Sawyer was staying. 

“Just the kind of house she would choose,” Ana 
thought with a little shiver, as she looked at the 
neat lace curtains drawn carefully across the win- 
dows to exclude inquisitive eyes. ‘I wonder why some 
people are content always to stay in the same rut. I 
believe Aunt Hilda would die if she had to live in a 
house with casement curtains or electric light instead 
of gas.” 

But Miss Sawyer had died as it was—died quite 
suddenly in her sleep, so one of the weeping cousins 
told Ana, as shocked and stunned by the news she 
stood among them. 

The weeping cousins had had no love for Miss 
Sawyer; they had in fact been looking forward to the 
day when she would leave them and go back home, 
and now she had left them indeed, and gone nobody 
knew where. 

“She enjoyed her holiday so much,” they wailed, 
being of the type of person who thinks that death 
and wailing must of necessity go hand in hand. “‘She 
looked so well, and this morning as she did not answer 
when they took her tea, we went in, and she was lying 
like she is now, one hand stretched out.” 
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“She used to put out her hand like that to poor 
old Benny,” Ana whispered when later she stood 
beside Miss Sawyer, looking down at her quiet, cold 
face, and sudden tears rushed to her eyes. 

“IT wonder if, perhaps ” she said, and then 
checked herself, for the cousins were of the type who 
would have been terribly shocked had she dared to 
suggest that perhaps poor old Benny had heard the 
step of his beloved mistress coming along the lonely 
road of Eternity, and had run away from the Happy 
Hunting Ground to meet her. 

“She loved Benny better than anyone,” Ana told 
herself as she turned away. ‘‘And Benny loved her— 
the only one who did.” So that was that. 

“And now I’m quite alone,” Ana thought, when 
four days later she went back to Wimbledon, and 
walked round the house pulling up the drawn blinds, 
followed closely by Martha, who had met her at the 
station. 

Martha was more eloquent than she had ever 
been in her life. 

“Tt don’t seem possible,”’ she said over and over 
again. “‘It really don’t seem possible, Miss Ana! and 
her so well and strong. I’m sorry for you, miss—all 
alone. What will you be doing?” 

“T don’t know. I haven’t had time to think yet.” 

But there were two things she could do if she 
wished, she knew—go and live with Jessica, or marry 
Tom Drake. 

They had both written to her, and Tom was coms 
ing to see her that afternoon. 

“I’m not going to say I’m sorry,” the First Prayer 


” 
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had bluntly commenced her letter. ‘““To me death of 
my relatives is never a cause for sorrow, but I’m sorry 
you’re alone. Anyway, my offer holds good if you 
care to take it. Come and live with me. Think it over 
and let me know. I won’t bother you by coming 
along unless you want to see me, but if you do, send 
a note.” 

“That’s kind of her,” Ana thought gratefully, but 
she was not sure that she wanted to live with the 
First Prayer. 

Their mode of living was so different. 

“There I am—afraid to get into a new rut,” Ana 
told herself disgustedly. 

Drake brought her a _ basket of wonderful 
roses. “If only he knew how I hate roses!’ Ana 
thought wildly, remembering the one she had fas- 
tened so happily into her coat the day she started for 
Paradise only to find the gates barred in her face. 

“You can’t stay in here alone,” he told her. ‘Let 
me take you to my sister’s. She’ll be delighted to have 
you.” 

But Ana would not. 

“J must stay here and settle things up. I’m not 
alone now. Martha is with me. I’m really quite all 
right.” 

He did not mention marriage to her again; he 
contented himself by saying, ‘‘Well, you know where 
I am when you want me.” 

“I shall never want him, not in the way he means,” 
Ana thought as she watched him drive away down the 
road. ‘‘He’s a dear, but I don’t want him—lI never 
shall.” 
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There was no word from Anthony, and Ana was 
afraid to write to Mollie or ask for news of the 
General. 

A week dragged by. Miss Sawyer had left no will 
so the few possessions she had went to Ana as the 
nearest relative. 

Ana put the house up for sale and arranged to dis- 
pose of the furniture. 

“Tt will be the first step out of the rut,” she told 
herself. “I must start life again with everything dif- 
ferent.” 

She gave Martha the aspidistra, much to Martha’s 
delight. 

“My mother will take such care of it, miss,’’ she 
declared. “It'll do beautiful in our front parlour 
window. It'll get all the sun.’’ Ana wanted to say 
that Miss Sawyer always said sunshine ruined the 
leaves, but she held her peace. What did it matter 
after all? She felt strangely detached during those 
days. It was almost like living in a dream. The ‘“TO 
BE SOLD” board at the gate seemed the greatest 
part of the unreality. How Miss Sawyer would have 
hated it ! and the muddy marks the auctioneer’s clerks 
left about the house when they came to look at the 
furniture and catalogue it. 

So much seemed to have happened in such a little 
while. The quiet stream of life had suddenly changed 
into a tempestuous stream that was rushing her along 
on its bosom leaving far behind the old landmarks 
to which she had grown so accustomed. Soon there 
would not be one of them left. 

Still there was no word from Anthony, though 
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she thought of him every moment of the day—and 
then one afternoon when Ana was having a cup of tea 
in the front room which to-morrow was to be dis- 
mantled and cleared out for the auction to be held in 
it, Martha came beaming to the door. 

‘A lady to see you, miss. I said you was at tea, but 
she said she was sure you would see her.” 

Ana frowned; she was not in a mood for visitors, 
and she was sure it would only be one of Miss Sawyer’s 
cronies who had come round to poke an inquisitive 
nose into affairs. 

She rose from the table. ‘Who is it, Martha? 
Didn’t she give a name? I don’t want to see anyone 
to-day.” 

“It’s Mrs. Hambledon, miss,”’ said Martha. 

“T will not see her,’ were the words that rushed 
to Ana’s lips, but with great effort she checked them. 
At least she would hear something of Anthony. 

““Ask her to come in, please,’’ she said slowly. 

Mollie was obviously rather nervous. She was 
beautifully dressed, as usual. 

“All new clothes again,” Ana thought with a pang 
as she contrasted the cheap black frock, which she 
had bought as a sop to conventionality, with Mollie’s 
smart coat and expensive little hat. 

Mollie waited till Martha had shut the door be- 
hind her, then she came forward with a little rush. 

“I hope you don’t mind me coming. I’ve only just 
heard about your aunt, and I’m so sorry. I wanted to 
write, but it’s so difficult to write letters like that. Ana, 
you look frightfully ill.” 

“Do I?” Ana flushed crimson. “I’ve had rather 
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a worrying time one way and another. Won't you sit 
down? I'll get you some fresh tea.”’ 

“Not for me.” 

“Oh, but you must have some.” 

Ana was glad to escape for a moment. She gave 
the pot to Martha and went up to her own room to 
try and compose herself, but she was shaking in every 
limb, and in her heart she was saying passionately 
over and over again, “J hate her—oh, how I hate 
her.” 

Anthony’s wife! so pretty and so smart! No won- 
der he had not written again, or come to see her 
as he had promised. Of course, Mollie had completely 
won him back; of course, everything was as it used 
to be between them. 

When she heard Martha carry the fresh tea to 
the sitting room she went downstairs. 

Mollie was sitting by the fire, her coat thrown 
aside in order to show her frock. 

“Martha tells me you are selling everything, house 
and all,” she said as Ana entered. 

“Yes. It’s no use to me. Besides, I couldn’t afford 
to live on here even if I wanted to.” 

“What will you do then?” 

“T don’t know.” 

There was a blank note of desolation in Ana’s 
voice which even Mollie was quick to hear. “I’m so 
sorry,” she said impulsively. 

Ana smiled faintly. 

“Tt’s no use pretending I’m broken-hearted,” she 
said. 


“T know, but to be so lonely ”” Mollie rose 
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with outstretched hand. ‘‘Let’s be friends again, Ana. 
I know I behaved like a pig to you, and I’m sorry. Do 
be friends with me again.” 

Ana looked at Mollie’s hand—so white and use- 
less looking, then reluctantly she took it. 

“Tt’s all right,”’ she said bluntly. “I’ve forgotten 
all about it.’ But she had not, and never would, and 
in her heart now she was wondering what Mollie 
wanted of her, because assuredly she must want some- 
thing to come all this way out to Wimbledon. 

“How is the General?’’ Ana asked. “I wanted to 
write, but I thought you might not care to hear from 
me.” 

“T thought you would write. Anthony thought so, 
too. By the way, how did you hear about him?” 
Mollie asked with a sudden flash of suspicion. For a 
moment Ana could find no answer. She had forgotten 
that Mollie knew nothing of all that had happened 
during the past weeks. 

“T forget,” she said at last. “Someone told me— 
but I really forget who it was.” 

It was a lie, of course, but she did not care; she 
did not care about anything. 

“Well, anyway, he’s much better,” Mollie said. 
“It’s going to be a long job, of course, but we’ve had 
the best specialists and they’ve done everything pos- 
sible. He is still on his back, of course, and will have to 
be for months, they tell me, poor darling. I left Ellen 
with him to-day, and Anthony—they both adore him, 
of course. He’ll be shockingly spoiled.” 

‘You are still at Lyme Regis?” 
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“Yes, in that awful, poky cottage. One thing, it’s 
impossible for us to go back to Rhodesia now.” 

“Of course. I suppose you are glad.” 

“Thankful! No sugar, Ana, I’m getting too fat.” 

“Fat!” Ana laughed and glanced at Mollie’s slim 
figure. “I don’t think there is much danger.” 

“So Anthony is going back alone,’’ Mollie went 
on. “He says he can’t leave the farm any longer. He 
sails next week, and I shall stay on with the General, 
of course.” 

“Yes.”” Ana seemed engrossed with the teapot, but 
she felt as if her body had grown suddenly frozen, 
without power to feel anything. 

“T daresay he’ll come back again in the spring,” 
Mollie went on. ‘‘And that’s why I came to see you.” 

Ana looked up. ‘“To see me?” 

“Yes, I wanted to ask you before I heard about 
Miss Sawyer’s death, but directly I heard she had 
gone there seemed no possible reason why you could 
refuse.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“That I want you to come and live with us—with 
me and the General. He’s fond of you, and I should 
like to have you. You’re the only woman I could live 
with for more than a day without having a row. It’s 
better than being alone, Ana—do come.” 

“To live with you—down at the cottage? Oh, I 
couldn’t!” 

“Tt wouldn’t be so bad,” Mollie urged. ‘““You would 
be quite free to do as you liked. It’s just so that 
I shan’t be alone. Anthony suggested it,”’ she added 
untruthfully. 
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“Did he??? Ana laughed mirthlessly. “That was 
very kind of him, but I’m afraid I couldn't.” 

Mollie put down her cup, the old resentful look 
creeping into her eyes. She had made up her mind 
that Ana would accept; she had made so many plans— 
all to her own advantage—and now it seemed as if 
she was to be frustrated. 

“Took here, if you’re still angry about what I 
said, I’ll apologize in any way you like,” she said 
quickly. “‘I was in a temper or I should never have 
said it. I’ve got a vile temper—Anthony always 
tells me that I have—I didn’t mean a word of it. I 
know you’re not a bit in love with Anthony; why 
on earth should you be? Goodness knows he’s not 
very exciting.” She shrugged her shoulders petulantly. 
“He went for me like a—like a—well, like a pick- 
pocket, when we had it all out about Ralph,” she con- 
tinued, laughing lightly. “I was really quite scared of 
him for once. Of course, I had to tell him all the 
truth—or at least most of it.” 

“Did you tell him?” 

“Yes, and after all it was a great fuss about noth- 
ing. I soon made Anthony see that.” 

“Did you?” 

“Yes, and I told him as long as he had a wife like 
me he must expect other men to pay me attention if 
he didn’t pay me enough himself,” Mollie said with 
unconscious conceit. 

“And what did he say to that?” Ana asked. It 
seemed impossible that Mollie was talking about 
Anthony—she felt as if they were discussing a 
stranger. 
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“Oh, he said the usual thing. That it wasn’t his 
nature to make a fuss of any woman—that he’d never 
said anything to a woman in his life that was worth 
repeating. I’m sure that’s true, too,’’ Mollie added 
with a sigh, pulling out a powder puff and dabbing 
her nose. “You know before we were married I 
thought he was such a romantic person—queer how 
one changes, isn’t it?” 

Ana made no answer; in memory she was once more 
with Anthony Hambledon, listening to the stumbling 
explanation of his love for her which had sounded 
like wonderful music—and to his one flight of elo- 
quence. 


Ask me no more, thy fate and mine are sealed. 
I strove against the stream but all in vain 


Had he forgotten, she wondered bitterly ? Had he 
ever really been sincere? When she looked at Mollie 
and listened to her it seemed impossible that the 
man who had pleaded with her so passionately was 
Mollie’s husband. Ana somehow never thought of 
Anthony as a married man; it seemed absurd that 
he could belong to any woman other than herself. 
And yet—he was married, and this pretty, charmingly 
dressed woman was his wife and the mother of his 
son. 

“What are you thinking about?” Mollie asked 
suddenly. ‘Do you know, Ana, you look quite dif- 
ferent, somehow—you look as if you’ve had some 
frightful trouble.” 

“How absurd—nothing so exciting ever comes my 
way.” 
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“No, I suppose not.” Mollie glanced round the 
room. “What will you do with all these ornaments 
and things?” she asked. 

““Give some away and destroy the rest, I suppose.”’ 

“‘Wouldn’t Miss Sawyer be angry?” Mollie said in 
an awed little voice. 

Ana shivered. ‘‘Yes, I hope she doesn’t know. I 
should hate to hurt her.” 

“T don’t suppose she ever minded how much she 
hurt you,” Mollie said bluntly. She looked round 
for her coat. “Well, can I tell Anthony it’s settled?” 

“Settled?” 

“Yes, that you will come and live with us while he 
is away. I know he would be much happier in his 
mind about me if you were there. You know, Ana, 
he’s really awfully jealous, though he tries to hide it.” 

“Is he? Then I wonder he leaves you at Lyme 
so near Ralph Mahon.” 

Mollie laughed rather forcedly. 

“Oh, Ralph has gone. Phillis got worse again, or 
she said she did, but I really think she wanted to take 
Ralph away from me. They’ve gone to the south of 
France, anyway.” 

“Oh Pp? 

“T missed them awfully at first, of course,’’ Mollie 
went on, with a little sigh. “But there'll always be 
Ralph Mahons in the world for me, I suppose; there 
always have been.” 

“Do you tell—Anthony that?’ Ana asked 
harshly. 


“Of course not! And I only tell you because I 
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know you’re so safe. You never did repeat things J 
told you, even at school.” 

‘You asked me not to.” 

“T know, I’ve asked other people not to as well, 
but they gossip ali the same.” 

Ana moved restlessly. 

“Look here, Mollie,” she said suddenly. ‘I don’t 
think I’ll come. It’s kind of you to ask me, but I 
don’t think it would do.” 

Mollie flushed. 

“You mean that you can’t forget that row we 
had?” 

Ana frowned in distaste. 

“Don’t say things like that.” 

Tears flowed down Mollie’s carefully powdered 
cheeks. 

“You are unkind. I’ve asked you to forgive me. 
I’ve said I am sorry. What more can I do? I’m really 
very fond of you, and I hate you to be lonely all the 
time.” . 

Ana smiled. She knew exactly how much Mollie’s 
consideration was worth. 

“T shouldn’t be lonely,” she answered. ‘‘Jessica— 
another woman | know, has offered to let me share 
a flat with her. Besides—Tom Drake has asked me 
to marry him,” she added rather defiantly. 

“T knew itl’? Mollie’s eyes were triumphant. “I 
told Anthony down at Lyme that Drake was after 
you. Ana, are you going to have him?” 

“T don’t know.” 

“Flas he got any money?” 

“Not very much, I think.” 
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“Don’t have him, then. Marriage is rotten if you’re 
poor—it’s not much catch, anyway, from what I can 
see’—Mollie made a little grimace. ‘‘Do you love 
him, Ana?” 

“No, but I like him.” 

“T like lots of men,’’ Mollie said candidly. ‘But 
marrying them is quite another thing. Don’t you do 
it, Ana, unless you feel that you can’t live without 
him.” 

““Why ? have you ever felt like that about anyone?” 

“Yes. I did about Anthony before we were mar- 
ried. I’ve never felt like it since, and now I often 
wonder if it was just because he didn’t seem so mad 
about me as I wanted him to, that I was so mad 
about him.” 

Mollie was always rather frank about her emo- 
tions; she enjoyed analyzing them. 

“T shall never feel like that about anyone,” Ana 
said. ‘‘Again”—she wanted to add, but she knew it 
would bring forth a storm of questions. 

“Well, don’t be in a hurry, anyway,”’ Mollie ad- 
vised with all the wisdom of a married woman talk- 
ing to an unmarried one. ‘Wait a little while and 
make sure. Come and stay with me for a time—a 
month or two.” 

“Tt’s very kind of you. I’ll see.” 

“Yes, do, and write to me. Anthony goes next 
Friday.” Mollie chuckled. “I wonder what he’ll say 
when I tell him about Drake.” 

‘““Why should he say anything?” 

“Because he always declared you wouldn’t look 
at him—that he wasn’t good enough for you.” 
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“T am flattered!” Ana said cynically. 

“Anthony likes you, you know,” Mollie told her. 
“And I like him to like you. I think I shall send him 
up here to try and persuade you himself.” 

““Persuade me to marry Tom?” 

“No, to come and live with me.” 

“Oh }? 

Ana laughed. What a farce it all was, what a hor- 
rible farce! 

Mollie was fastening her coat. 

“Tt’s new, isn’t it?” Ana asked. 

“Yes.”’ Mollie pirouetted like a little peacock. “Do 
you like it? The lines are rather nice, aren’t they? 
It ought to be nice, it cost enough.” 

‘Was it a present?’ Ana asked, and then could 
have bitten her tongue through for her tactlessness 
in asking such a question. 

But Mollie did not seem at all offended; she only 
imagined that perhaps Ana was slightly envious of 
the admiration and attention which came her way. 

“No, I got this out of Anthony,” she said frankly. 
‘““We had to sort of kiss and make it up, you see, and 
he gave me this as a peace offering—we’re like a 
honeymoon couple again now. You’d laugh if you 
saw us together What did you say?” 

“Nothing.” 

But Ana felt as if she wanted to take Mollie by 
her shoulders and shake her and scream out: ‘Stop! 
stop! I'll kill you if you talk like that about the 
man I love. It’s not true. I don’t believe you.” 

Mollie was looking at herself in the old-fashioned 
gilt-framed mirror above the mantelshelf. 
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“The hat’s rather a dream, too, isn’t it? Anthony 
was really a lamb to give them to me after all I’d 
let him in for. God only knows how he’ll ever pay 
Mahon back. I was a fool to borrow so much money, 
but I was at my wits’ end.” She turned round and 
looked at Ana. “I’ve given up cards, anyway,” she 
said complacently. “I never had any luck, and the 
women I played with rooked me, I know. I always 
had an idea I should win in the end, but I never did.” 
She shrugged her shoulders carelessly. 

“Supposing Anthony can never pay Mr. Mahon 
back?” Ana asked with an effort. 

Mollie laughed. 

“T don’t care if he doesn’t,” she said. ‘‘Ralph’s 
got more money than he knows what to do with.” 

She spoke as if she had a perfect right to borrow 
from Mahon without trying to repay what she bor- 
rowed. 

“Well, I must be going.”’ She went across to Ana 
and reaching up, kissed her cheek. 

“Don’t be cross with me any more. I’m really 
awfully fond of you—I hate women as a rule, but I’m 
fond of you, Ana, really!” 

“It’s kind of you,” Ana said with stiff lips, but she 
did not want Mollie to be fond of her, she felt that 
she never wanted to see Mollie again. 

“By the way,” Mollie said, turning as she reached 
the door, “there’s a perfect darling of a man staying 
in the cottage next door to us at Lyme now, Ana. He 
looks like a poet. Wonderful eyes, and curly hair. 
We must get to know him when you come down.” 

“IT may not come.” 
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“T won’t let you say that. I am sure you will come. 
I shall send Anthony to persuade you. He’s coming 
up to town for the week-end on business.” 

“T shan’t be here.” 

“Where will you be, then?” 

Ana hesitated, then defiantly she gave the name 
of the hotel where she had waited all.those hours 
in vain for Anthony to come to her. 

“T shall stay there for a few days till I can make 
plans for the future,” she said. 

“All right, I'll tell Anthony to call and take you 
out to lunch,” said Mollie condescendingly. ‘‘Good- 
bye, you dear thing’’—and she was gone. As if noth- 
ing had happened! 

Whata gift, Ana thought, to be able to brush aside 
all trouble and disgrace and sorrow as if it were no 
more than a speck of pollen from a flower. 

“Tsn’t she just lovely, miss?” Martha asked with 
enthusiasm, when she came to remove the tea tray. 
“I’ve never seen such a pretty lady.”’ 

“She is very pretty,” Ana agreed heavily, and 
looked at her own pale face and heavy eyes in the 
mirror that had a moment ago reflected Mollie’s 
radiant beauty. 

No wonder Anthony had gone back to his wife— 
no wonder everything was as it used to be between 
them. But was it? Had Mollie spoken the truth? 

What would Anthony say when Mollie told him 
about Tom Drake? Would he care? or would he 
think that perhaps it was the best way out for them 
all? 

‘He'll be glad to think I’m settled and that he’s 
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rid of me,” Ana told herself fiercely, but she knew 
it was not true, and at the bottom of her heart hope, 
like a little bird in the rain, was singing that Anthony 
would come to her when he knew—that soon they 
would meet again. 


CHAPTER XVI 
A NA went up to London two days later. 


The auction sale was over, Martha had gone 

home to her mother carefully carrying Miss 

Sawyer’s aspidistra, and the little house looked crest- 

fallen and deserted when Ana leaned forward out of 
the taxicab window for a last look at it. 

She tried to feel sorry that this was indeed the end 
of her old life, but she knew she was not sorry. 

It had been a dull book, and she closed it with re- 
lief. She had taken nothing with her but her own few 
possessions; she had a feeling that she wanted to be 
quite free to start her new life unhampered by the 
past. 

She had made no plans for the future. For the 
moment it did not seem to matter what she did; she 
comforted herself with the feeling that something 
was sure to turn up. It had been a favourite axiom 
of Miss Sawyer’s that when one door in life closed, 
another opened. 

Ana had very little money, but she did not care, she 
had enough for her immediate wants, and there would 
be something to come from the sale of the furni- 
ture. 

A little reminiscent shiver passed through her as 
she stood again in the lounge of the quiet hotel where 
she had waited so many fruitless hours for Anthony. 
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She was glad that there was a new girl at the desk; 
she almost wished now that she had chosen some 
fresh place. Surely it was a mistake to go back to 
scenes which had only brought one unhappiness, she 
told herself as she followed the porter up to her 
room. 

It was a bed-sitting room with nothing very excit- 
ing about it. Clean, and comfortable, but uninspir- 
ing, with the bed screened off in one corner by cur- 
tains. Ana wondered which room she and Anthony 
would have been given had life gone as they had in- 
tended it to go. This room had a portrait of the 
late King over the mantelshelf, and an engraving of 
a man with very curly hair killing a stag over the 
chest of drawers. 

The window looked out over a side street where 
an old woman stood rather helplessly at a corner 
offering matches for sale. 

Ana shivered and went back to unpack her boxes. 

She felt curiously detached, almost as if she were 
looking on at the actions of a stranger. 

She hung her few clothes in a wardrobe which 
smelt strongly of camphor, laid her brushes on the 
dressing table, and then rang for some tea. 

The chambermaid was young and had sympathetic 
eyes. 

“It’s cold, miss,” she said. “Shall I make you a 
bit of fire?” 

Ana had not felt the cold, but she agreed to the 
suggestion gratefully. 

Miss Sawyer had never allowed a fire in any bed-, 
room—-she said it was extravagant and unhealthy. 
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When the fire was lit and the tea brought Ana 
drew up the one easy chair the room contained and 
sat down. 

She felt very tired—too tired to think, and yet 
her brain was going round and round like a wheel, 
dragging into it the one thought that mattered in all 
the world. 

Would Anthony come? Would Mollie have told 
him? Would she see him again before he left Eng- 
land? She felt that until she had seen him she could 
settle to nothing, and yet what was the use of an- 
other meeting? They had said all they had to say to 
one another. 

“You must go back to your life—I must go back 
to mine.” She had quoted those words to Anthony 
herself once, only half seriously, little guessing how 
bitterly true they would be. What years ago it all 
seemed now. 

“T must get some work to do,” Ana thought. “‘It’s 
the only thing. Work won’t let me down like life has.” 

She had not told Tom Drake where she would be 
staying, but she had promised to write and let him 

ow. 

The First Prayer had called to see her while the 
auction was in progress. 

“You’re not a sport,” she accused Ana almost 
angrily. ““You might come along and dig in with me 
for a bit, at all events. I hate to think of you being 
alone. Try it if you’re so obstinate, but you'll soon 
have had enough of your own company, anyway. 
Come along to me when your independence fails 


” 


you. 
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Ana was grateful to her, but for the present, at 
least, she wished to be alone. Although she was 
afraid to admit it even to herself, the whole of life 
seemed to hang on the next few days and Anthony 
Hambledon. She went to sleep that night with him 
in her thoughts, and she woke in the morning with 
a fast-beating heart and an unanswered question in 
her mind. ‘Shall I see him to-day? Will he come? 
Will Mollie have told him?” She felt ashamed be- 
cause nothing else seemed to matter; she was afraid 
to leave the hotel all day lest he should come and 
she would not be there. But the morning and after- 
noon slipped uneventfully by, and when it grew 
dark pride came to her rescue. 

“Why should I wait for him, anyway? I don’t care 
if I never see him again. If he had wanted to see 
me he would have come.” 

She put on her hat and went out to the cinema. 

Miss Sawyer would have been horribly shocked, 
she knew; Miss Sawyer would have read her a homily 
on disrespect to the dead, but Ana did not care. She 
felt she must have distraction or she would go mad. 
She sat in a two-and-threepenny seat in the dark hall 
and tried to keep her attention on the picture before 
her, but it was difficult. 

It was a love story, full of trials and tribulations, 
of tears and separation, but Ana knew quite well that 
it would all come right before the lights flickered 
out on the screen. 

“But it will never come right for me,’ she told 
herself tragically as she stumbled out into the cold 
street. “I’ve never had any real happiness yet, and I 


LIFE STEPS IN 263 


suppose I never shall. There must be lots of people 
in lite who are not meant to be happy and I’m one of 
them.” 

She walked back to the hotel to kill time. She 
dreaded the long night before her. 

She had had no dinner, but she did not care. She 
was lonely, desperately lonely, although as yet her 
new independence was but a day old. She thought 
of the First Prayer’s prophecy: 

“You'll soon have had enough of your own com- 
pany.” She had enough of it already. Even Miss 
Sawyer or Martha would have been welcome. 

“What will become of me? What can I do with 
the rest of my life?” Ana asked herself, panic-stricken. 

There was Drake, of course, and he was a good, 
kind man—but he was not the man she wanted, and 
that made all the difference. 

What was the use of tying oneself up to a husband 
when all one’s heart and soul longed for someone 
else? 

“Look here, my girl, you’re a fool.””—So Ana up- 
braided herself fiercely as she walked back to the 
hotel. ‘“You’re like a baby, crying for the moon— 
for somebody else’s moon, too. Stop it now! you’re 
old enough to know better.” 

Jessica had once told her that it was possible to 
get over anything if one only lived long enough. Not 
in a month perhaps, or even a year, but some day. 

Some day! Every hour was an eternity; and how 
many hours were there in that vague “some day’’? 

It was only in books and in the pictures that things 
came right in the end—never in real life. Perhaps 
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that was why books and pictures were so popular, 
Ana thought hopelessly; people liked life depicted 
as they wished it could be, not as they knew it was. 

“Life is hateful, hateful,” she thought fiercely, 
and her eyes were burning with tears as she walked 
into the hotel lounge and found herself face to face 
with Anthony Hambledon. 

Ana stood quite still, her hand still on the swing 
door. She was conscious of such relief that it was 
almost agony; wild, incoherent words rushed to her 
lips but none of them found utterance, and it was 
he who spoke first. 

“T’ve been waiting nearly two hours,” he said. 

Ana heard someone laugh, and later on she re- 
membered it and supposed it must have been herself ; 
then she heard someone say: 

“Only two hours! I once waited all day for you.” 

That must have been herself speaking, too, she 
thought dully; then all at once she seemed to wake 
up to reality. 

“Oh—Anthony!” she said in a broken whisper. 
There was such a tragic note in her voice, something 
that sent the blood beating dully into Hambledon’s 
face. 

“Is there anywhere we can talk—be alone?” he 
asked. 

“I don’t know. There’s my room. It’s not a very 
nice room.” 

Ana felt that she was talking in a dream. She 
supposed it was the wrong thing to ask Anthony up 
to her room, and yet it seemed to matter so littlh— 
nothing mattered except that he was with her again. 
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She felt as if someone had given her a drug that for a 
time had assuaged deadly pain. 

“Did Mollie tell you?” she asked with stiff lips. 

He shook his head. 

“Mollie? No! I went down to Wimbledon to 
find you and the people next door knew where you 
had gone. Have you seen Mollie?” 

“The day before yesterday. She came to Wimble- 
don to see me. She asked me to go back and live with 
her while you are away. She said you wished it,”’ Ana 
said defiantly. 

She no longer wanted to protect Mollie; she felt 
that she hated her. . 

Anthony said nothing, but his lips were set in a 
hard line as he followed Ana upstairs. 

The little chambermaid with the sympathetic eyes 
had lit the fire and left coffee on a tray and a kettle 
simmering on the hob. 

“There’s only one cup,’”’ Ana said stupidly. “But 
I don’t want any, you can have it.” 

“Have you had any dinner?” 

“No—yes. I forget.” She looked up. at him with 
the tears brimming in her eyes. ‘‘Oh, I can’t remem- 
ber anything except that you are here with me,”’ she 
said in a broken whisper. 

‘Anal’? Hambledon held out his arms. “Come 
here.” 

She shook her head. 

“No; it wouldn’t be right. You know what you 
said—oh, very well.’ She gave in suddenly like 
a child wearied beyond all power of resistance, and 
went to his arms and laid her head on his shoulder. 
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And then for a long time neither of them spoke. What 
was the use of words? It was enough to be together. 

It was Anthony who broke the silence at last. 

“T want to talk to you. No, don’t move. You 
know I am going away next week?” 

Yess 

“Mollie and the boy are staying behind.” 

& Yes.” 

“Ana, it was not by my wish that Mollie asked you 
to live with them.” 

“No? .. . I’m glad. It seemed cruel.” 

“What will you do alone?” 

“T don’t know. I try not to think. Tom Drake asked 
me to marry him.” Her voice was muffled against 
his shoulder. 

Hambledon’s arms tightened their hold. 

“‘But you won’t ?”’ he asked sharply; then with sud- 
den change of mood: “I ought not to have said that. 
I’ve no right _ 

“You have every right, and I shan’t marry him. I 
couldn’t.” 

“Oh, my dear.” 

She looked up at him, trying to smile. 

“There’ll never be anyone but you. Isn’t it humili- 
ating ?” 

“It’s wonderful. It makes me so humble that you 
love me, Ana.” 

He bent and kissed her. 

“You ought not to kiss me,” Ana said. “I thought 
we'd said good-bye.” 

“I had to come again. I went back to the house the 
other night but you were out.” 
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“No; I knew. I saw you, but I was afraid.” 

His face flamed with sudden passion. 

“Tf I'd only known!” 

“I didn’t mean you to know. You were quite right 
to go. Anthony 4 

EY ec.” 

: They were talking in whispers, her cheek against 
is. 

“Will you tell me something—just this once. I’ll 
never ask you again.” 

“What is it?” 

“That you love me best?—better than—anyone 
else!” 

“T love only you in all the world.” 

She began to sob. 

“Tve been so jealous. She said—Mollie said— 
everything was just as it used to be with you—when 
you gave her the new coat 3 

“‘What coat? I never gave her a coat.” 

“Oh, but Mollie said ” Ana broke off. “I ex- 
pect I misunderstood what she said,” she tried to 
explain stumblingly. “I was so jealous. Don’t mind 
what I say. It’s all right now you are here with me. 
It’s when I’m alone i: 

“Tt nearly kills me to think you will be alone when 
I have gone, my dear.” 

She clung closer to him. 

“You can’t help it; it’s just life. You’re doing the 
right thing to leave me.” 

“Am I? I wonder. Is it the right thing to go on 
living with a woman who is nothing to me?” 

‘Don’t say that, Anthony!’ And yet Ana loved 
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to hear him say it; loved to feel that in spite of life, 
or fate, or whatever power was making helpless 
puppets of them, nothing could alter the fact that 
they loved one another and belonged to each other, 
and always would. 

“What made you come here to-night ?”” she asked 
presently. 

He raised her gently, holding her by the shoulders 
and looking down into her face. 

“Tt was a dream I had about you last night. I was 
coming up to town to-morrow anyway, but this dream 
—I’m not superstitious, but it gave me no rest.” 

“Tell me about it ?” 

“Tt’s difficult to explain. I felt that you were in 
danger, great danger, and I was trying to reach you 
and I couldn’t; I was trying to run, and I felt as if I 
had got leaden weights on my feet that wouldn’t let 
me move. And the sea was there—great mountainous 
waves—then I saw you—on the shore, between me 
and the sea. I can’t explain it any better, Ana, but it 
was real enough to me. And at last I made a great 
effort and flung myself toward you. Somehow I knew 
if I could just get you into my arms it would be all 
right—and then iS 

His hands fell from her shoulders and he caught 
his breath on a hard sound. 

“And then?” Ana asked. 

He shook his head. 

“T don’t know. It was all sort of blank after that, 
but I seemed to hear someone say ‘Life steps in’— 
I’ve heard you say that, Ana; haven’t I? Things 
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get so mixed in a dream. Then I woke up and I was 
shaking from head to foot as if it had all been real, 
and I knew that I must see you once again to make 
sure you were safe, no matter what happened.” 

He drew her close to his heart again. 

“Are you glad I am here, Ana?” 

“Am I glad?—I think I should have killed myself 
if you had gone away without seeing me again.” 

He laid his hand over her lips. 

“You must not say that. We’ve got to go on— 
there’s always a hope that some day re 

“Don’t! I hate those words ‘some day’—it’s like 
to-morrow, it never comes.” 

“T believe that our ‘some day’ will. I believe that 
you and I will be together some day, for always.” 

“Tt’s too beautiful to believe, Anthony.” 

He kissed her passionately. 

“Tt’s what we've got to believe, or life will be im- 
possible. When I’ve gone zu 

“Don’t say it. Let’s try and forget it,’ she broke 
in harshly. She put her arms round his neck, draw- 
ing him down to her. 

“T don’t want you to say anything except that you 
love me and that you always will. That nothing will 
ever make any difference, no matter how far apart 
we are.” 

“There is no need for me to say it.” 

“But I love to hear it, dear.” 

“T love you—I love you,” Hambledon said. 

Ana closed her eyes and listened, and yet she knew 
that the present was only a sweet delusion, and that 
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presently, quite soon, he would be gone from her 
again and that her arms would be empty, and that life 
would be empty. 

There were so many things she wanted to ask him 
and to say to him, and yet now they were together 
there seemed no need. Their very silence was perfect 
understanding. Why mind what Mollie said, or what 
the world said? She could afford to smile proudly 
and say to herself, “He is mine.”” No matter how 
many other people were in his life or in hers it made 
no difference. 

“We haven’t had the coffee,” Ana said presently. 
She felt young again and almost light-hearted. To- 
morrow—well, God alone knew what she would 
feel to-morrow, but for the moment she had not a 
care in the world. 

“We'll make a loving-cup of it,” Hambledon said. 
He did his best to fall in with her mood. He put the 
kettle on to boil, and teased her because she liked 
three lumps of sugar and he liked none at all. 

“I’m sweet enough as it is, you see,” he said. 

“I’m rather sweet, too, sometimes,’ Ana chal- 
lenged him. And then the kettle boiled over while 
they talked nonsense and kissed. 

But the moments were racing by; when Anthony 
glanced at his watch it was nearly midnight. 

‘Ana, I shall have to go.” 

It was as if someone had thrown a live bomb into 
Ana’s Paradise. She disengaged herself from his arms 
and stood up stiffly, the colour dying from her face, 
her lips cold. 

‘Go ?—it can’t be very late.” 
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“Tt’s nearly twelve.” 

They looked at one another silently, the same 
thought in both their minds, then Ana said in a shaken 
voice: 

“If this had been—that other night—you wouldn’t 
have left me, Anthony.” 

She did not want to say it. She had made up her 
mind to be so strong and brave, and yet, now the 
moment had come for him to go, all her defences 
were down, leaving her shivering and terrified. 

This was their good-bye—in a few days’ time there 
would be miles of sea between them. How could one 
be happy and go on pretending? 

She met his eyes and, suddenly ashamed, she hid her 
burning face in her hands. 

““Go away—please go now before J make a greater 
fool of myself and say something we shall both be 
sorry for,” she whispered. 

He knelt down beside her, gathering her closely to 
him. 


““Ask me to stay, Ana—let me sta us 


“‘We may never meet again, and we love each 
other.” : 

It seemed to Ana that she argued out the whole of 
her life during the few seconds that followed. Why 
not? Nobody would know. And it would be a 
memory, a sweet, indestructible memory to take with 
her down the empty years. Just to belong to each 
other once—just to snatch at this last chance of hap- 
piness. 

She drew a little away from him, looking into his 
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face, white and broken up with passion. He looked 
so young—years younger than she had ever seen him, 
and strangely like the little General. 

The General 

“He saves us every time,” Ana thought desolately. 
“The General always seems to step in like the brave 
little soldier he wants to be, to save us.”’ 

“No, no, no!” she said, white-lipped. 

Anthony answered, she hardly knew what— 
begging, imploring—there were moments of mad- 
ness, of kisses and broken words, of his arms around 
her and of his lips upon hers. 

“Things will never end happily for me,” was the 
thought that went through and through Ana’s mind 
like a jeering voice. ‘‘No happy ending—no happy 
ending: 2 

When he left her she was hardly conscious of it; 
she was blind and deaf to everything save her own 
unbearable anguish. 

One moment he was with her, holding her to his 
heart, and the next she was alone. 

“Did God know what loneliness was like?”? Ana 
asked herself wildly, as she crumpled up and fell 
fainting to the floor. 


CHAPTER XVII 


HE General shifted his lame leg a little on the 
warm sand and looked up at Ana. 
“Was Canute a soldier?” he asked inter- 
estedly. 

Ana glanced up from the magazine on her knee. 

“He was a king,”’ she answered. 

The General sighed; sometimes he found even 
Ana curiously lacking in understanding. 

“Can’t a king be a soldier?’ he asked patiently. 

Ana smiled. 

“T suppose so. Yes, of course. Why do you ask?” 

“If he was a soldier,” the General said scorn- 
fully, ‘I can’t think why he didn’t build a fort and 
keep the sea back if he wanted it back.”’ 

“Perhaps there wouldn’t have been time,” Ana 
explained rather helplessly. ‘““The sea is one of the 
strongest things in the world, you know—nobody 
can keep it back if it doesn’t wish to be kept back.” 

The General considered the question. 

“What are the other strongest things in the 
world?” he asked. 

Ana sighed. 

“Oh, I don’t know—Fate, I suppose, and 
storms “4 

“What is Fate?” 

Ana looked out over the sea. 
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“Fate is something which keeps you away from 
everything you want most in life,” she said im- 
pulsively. 

“Ts it a soldier?” the General inquired anxiously. 
He thought that all the great powers must be 
soldiers. 

“Tf it is, it’s an enemy soldier,’ Ana told him. 

“Oh Be 

There was a little silence, then he said excitedly: 
“The tide’s coming in. I knew it was.’’ He dragged 
himself a little farther from her to a spot where he 
had built a weird-looking castle of sand and rock 
with an enormous trench around it into which the sea 
was now gently lapping. 

He had brought his Seventh Hussars down to the 
sands with him and had arranged them in stiff lines 
facing the sea. 

“They will keep the water back,” he shouted ex- 
citedly to Ana. “Canute ought to have brought his 
soldiers down to keep the sea back.” 

Ana watched him with wistful amusement. 

A lame boy and an army of tin soldiers trying to 
keep back one of the greatest forces in the world. It 
seemed somehow prophetic of what she herself had 
been trying to do for the past ten months since 
Anthony Hambledon went away. 

Ten months! Looking back it seemed more like 
ten years, and yet—she had but to close her eyes and 
visualize his face for it to feel as if only yesterday 
he had held her in his arms. 

So much had happened since then, and yet so little 
that really mattered. 
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She had not seen Anthony again before he sailed, 
but he had written to her once—a letter to which 
she had not replied. 

What was the use? She had nothing to say to him 
except “I love you,” and that she might not say. 

She had stayed on at the hotel in London, trying in 
a half-hearted sort of way to get work. 

The First Prayer had been kind to her—how kind 
Ana only realized afterward—and Drake and his 
sister had both done their best to help her make some- 
thing out of a life which she knew quite well could 
never again really be anything unless But beyond 
that she dared not go even in her thoughts. 

Then one day Mollie came to see her; a Mollie 
full of distress. 

Old Ellen had died, and there was nobody to look 
after the General. She had tried and tried to get 
someone suitable, she told Ana with floods of irritable 
tears, but it was no use. The General would take to 
none of them—he had even slapped one girl’s face. 

“Slapped it hard!’ Mollie reiterated. ‘And she 
was quite a nice girl and was ever so kind to him. I 
never have any luck!” she sobbed. “I think it’s most 
selfish of Anthony to have gone away and left me with 
all this worry.” 

Ana had to bite her lips to keep back the indignant 
retort that rose to them. Anthony selfish! 

“Tf there is anything I can do for you,” she said 
in a hard little voice. 

Mollie’s tears dried as if by magic. 

“Will you? Oh, you are an angel. If you'll come 
and stay with me just for a little while till I’m suited. 
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I’m bound to get someone sooner or later, and the 
General loves you. He’s much better, too, and they 
say he will be able to drag himself about a little 
before long.” This had been in January, and Ana 
had gone down to Lyme, and been there ever since. 

After the first few days Mollie had given up all 
pretence of “looking for someone.” 

“You're wonderful, the way you manage him,” she 
told Ana a dozen times a day. ‘“‘And he’s getting so 
much better. When I wrote to Anthony last week I 
told him you’d done more for the General than all 
the doctors and nurses put together.” 

And now it was July and ten months since 
Anthony went away. Ten months! Ten lifetimes, so 
Ana told herself as she sat looking out over the sunlit 
sea. 

Would she ever see him again? 

Mollie was very frank about the whole matter. 

“Goodness knows what will happen. I don’t be- 
lieve Tony means to come back again as long as he 
lives, and so far he’s not said a word about me go- 
ing out to join him. Not that I want to go,” she has- 
tened to add. “No, thank you! I can’t imagine how I 
stood that disgusting country for so long. Give me 
England every time.” 

What she meant was “‘“Give me London,” for more 
than half her time was spent there. 

At first she had made excuses and offered apologies 
for leaving Ana so often, but now she took it for 
granted that Ana did not object. 

“I'd get rid of the cottage if I knew what to do 
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with the General,”’ Mollie grumbled sometimes. “But 
it’s cheap, and Lyme suits him, and Anthony’s getting 
frightfully mean—last month he hardly sent me any 
money at all.” 

Ana wanted to say that perhaps it was taking him 
all his time to repay Mahon, but she dared not. 

Mollie never mentioned Mahon’s name, but Ana 
knew that letters came from him, for she knew his 
writing well. 

Then there was the young artist who had stayed in 
the cottage next door to them. The only time Mollie 
had really spent at Lyme had been while he was 
there, and Ana knew that she still met him in London. 

“TI must talk to someone,” Mollie protested once 
when she read disapproval in Ana’s eyes. “It’s all 
right for you—you don’t care for men. You're quite 
happy with the General. I’m not made that way.” 
Ana had not liked Brian Mayne. She thought him 
effeminate and insincere, but Mollie declared he 
had a face like a Greek god. 

“Tt’s the most wonderful profile I’ve ever seen,” 
she said. 

Ana’s lip curled as she thought of the strength in 
Anthony Hambledon’s face, and contrasted it with 
the weakness of Brian Mayne’s. What was the mat- ° 
ter with Mollie? What was she thinking about, she 
asked herself helplessly, that she could not realize 
all she was throwing away? 

Mollie was up in London now and had been for 
the past week. 

She seldom wrote when she was away; she gen- 
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erally sent a telegram to announce her impending 
return, and arrived at the cottage worn out and 
irritable. 

Ana never asked how she spent her time; she knew 
she would not be told. 

Last week Mollie had asked Ana to write to 
Anthony for her. 

‘Just to tell him how we are. I hate writing letters, 
and he’ll imagine all sorts of things if I miss a mail. 
Do write a line for me, Ana.” 

But Ana refused. “It wouldn’t be the same thing 
as if you wrote yourself,” she said, but her heart- 
beats quickened. 

If only she dared to write to him! If only she 
dared say half the things she said to him in imagina- 
tion when she lay awake during the long nights listen- 
ing to the sound of the sea. 

Ten months! and the wound was still as deep, still 
as unhealed. A loud wail came from the General. 
“My soldiers! The sea’s washing them away.” 

Ana flew to the rescue of the Seventh Hussars, who 
cut sorry enough figures as they were whirled over 
helplessly by the gentle ripples of the summer sea. 

“And the castle’s all going too,” the General said 
fiercely. ‘I hate the sea—it’s wicked and cruel.” 

“You can always build another castle,” Ana com- 
forted him; but she felt that she too hated the sea 
which separated her from Anthony. She moved his 
pail and shovel and the sea-drenched Hussars farther 
back from the incoming tide. 

“Build another castle here,’ she said. ‘Brave 
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generals never admit defeat; they just try again.” 

And presently he was quite happy at his task and 
Ana went back to her reading. 

She did not want to think about Anthony any more, 
and yet he was never really absent from her thoughts. 
It was as if he always stood at her side, never 
obtruding but gravely waiting, knowing full well 
that nothing could ever displace him from her life. 

Ana sighed and turned the page of her magazine. 


So many roads we tramped together, dear, 
So many sunny roads in many a place. 

Now though [ trail the streets of all the world 
I shall not see your face. 


Before she realized it Ana had read the first 
verse of the poem that looked up at her from that 


page. 


And yet I never pass through any throng, 

Or reach a place where sunny crossroads part, 
Or turn the quiet corner of a street, 

But hope is in my heart. 


They might have been written of her, she thought, 
and suddenly her eyes misted over with tears. 

Although she had hardly realized it, she knew now 
that all these ten months she had just been waiting 
and hoping for something to happen that would bring 
Anthony Hambledon back to her; for something to 
make their happiness possible. 

She was like one of the General’s soldiers, stand- 
ing at patient attention till she heard some word 
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of command, or till Fate stepped in and conquered 
her. She went on reading: 


And so I shall go hoping without rest, 
Seeking and hoping down the roads of space 
Until I turn the corner of some star 
And meet you face to face. 


Ana hid her face in her hands with an overwhelm- 
ing sense of desolation. 

What was the use of hoping? What was the use 
of looking forward? The sunshine and the sea 
seemed a mockery; they were both as inexorable as 
life, and could not be defied or defeated. 

The General dragged himself to her and touched 
her arm. ‘Does your head ache?” 

Ana looked up guiltily. ““No, no——” 

“You’re crying,’ he accused her gravely. 

Ana forced a smile. ‘‘It’s the sun in my eyes,” she 
said. 

“The sun doesn’t make my eyes water,” the Gen- 
eral answered. He deserted his castle and sat down 
close beside her. 

“When is my father coming back ?”’ he asked sud- 
denly. It almost seemed as if he could read Ana’s 
thoughts. 

“T don’t know, darling.” 

It was the first time Ana had so far forgotten her- 
self as to call the General by any term of endearment, 
but neither of them seemed to notice the slip. 

“T wish he would come,” the General said wist- 
fully. “Or that we could go out to him. Why can’t we 
go out to him?” he demanded. | 
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“Because Mother doesn’t want to go,’’ Ana said. 
She furtively wiped the tears from her eyes. 

“Well, we could go!” the General insisted. 

Ana shook her head. 

““He’ll come and fetch you some day.” 

“And you too?” 

“Oh—no!” 

“T don’t want to go then.” 

Ana determinedly changed the subject. 

“It’s teatime anyway. Aren’t you hungry? There’s 
strawberry jam.” 

The General had a weakness for strawberry jam, 
and without demur he allowed himself to be helped 
up to the little parade where his bathchair waited for 
him, for he could not really walk yet although he 
was much better. 

“Why do we live at the top of a hill instead of at 
the bottom?” he asked when halfway up the steep 
main street Ana paused for breath. 

“T don’t know,” Ana answered. 

The General frowned above the eyes that were 
so like Anthony’s. 

“People don’t know very much, do they?” he 
asked. : 

Ana had to laugh. 

“You ask such funny questions,”’ she objected. 

When they reached the top of the hill they saw a 
car standing at the cottage gate. 

‘“‘Someone come to tea,”’ the General said in a dis- 
gruntled voice. He was not fond of visitors. 

“Someone come to the wrong house, I expect,” 
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Ana comforted him; but when they reached the gate 
they saw Tom Drake at the front door. 

“Tom!” Ana said delightedly. 

He turned eagerly. 

“IT thought you were never coming. Hullo, young 
man!” 

He took the chair from Ana and wheeled the 
General into the little garden. 

‘‘We were motoring quite near,” he told Ana, “so 
came to call.” 

“We?” Ana asked quickly. 

“Yes; my sister is with me. She’s in the sitting 
room.” 

“Oh, how nice. I am glad.” 

Ana really meant it, for fond as she was of the 
General, she often longed for someone of her own 
age to talk to. The evenings seemed long and lonely 
when she had nothing to do but sit and remember. 

‘“We’ve come fifty miles out of our way to see you,” 
Mrs. Inglis said dryly as they kissed. ‘“Tom lied, 
of course, and said it was only ten. There’s devotion 
for you.” 

Ana was busying herself getting tea, for Mollie 
only had a daily girl in from the village now, and she 
generally departed when the midday meal was washed 
up. 
‘“Mollie’s away,”’ Ana said. ‘No, and don’t follow 
me about,” she warned Drake as he tried to insist 
on helping. ‘“This cottage is only big enough for one 
to be busy at a time. Sit down and wait while I make 
the tea.” 

She went to the little kitchen, keeping up a flow 
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of conversation across the tiny passage all the time. 

““Mollie’s up in town. I don’t know when she will 
be back. She will be sorry to have missed you.” 

Florrie Inglis laughed. 

“I don’t flatter myself she will have any sleepless 
nights over it,” she said dryly. ‘‘Besides she only saw 
us two nights ago.” 

“She saw you!’ Ana came to the kitchen door, 
teapot in hand. 

“Yes.” Mrs. Inglis was busy lighting a cigarette. 
“She was at the next table to us at the Café de 
Paris.” 

“Oh!” There was a little anxious note of inquiry 
in Ana’s voice, which both Tom and his sister ignored. 

“Did she speak to you?” Ana asked. 

“Um!” Mrs. Inglis threw the spent match out of 
the open window with a little vicious gesture. ‘She 
was with that worm, Mahon,” she added deliber- 
ately. 

The hot blood rushed to Ana’s face. 

“Oh; and she promised Anthony. ” She began 
indigrantly, and then checked herself. “I didn’t 
know Mr. Mahon was in London,” she said. “I 
thought he was in the south of France with his 
wife.” 

“There’s no harm in thinking,” Tom’s sister said 
dryly. 

She sat down in the armchair where Anthony had 
so often sat. “They say Phillis Mahon is dying,” she 
added bluntly. 

“Which will be a lucky release for Mahon, I 
should say,” Drake cut in. 
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Ana turned on him in anger. 

‘Tow can you say such a thing? It’s not her fault 
she’s so ill. Do you think any woman wants to be 
crippled like she is?” 

Drake flushed and shrugged his shoulders. 

“All right, don’t murder me, Ana! I only meant 
that I daresay the poor devil’s had a lot to put up 
with, and anyone with half an eye can see how things 
are with him and Mrs. Hambledon.” 

“Tom!”’ his sister said sharply. 

“T think that’s a disgraceful thing to say,” Ana 
cried. She was very pale. ‘‘Just because Mollie likes 
to have a good time.” 

Drake laughed. 

“Some people have quaint ideas of a good time,” 
he said deliberately. He was feeling very sore with 
Ana. Every time they met he hoped to find that she 
had softened toward him, and every time the bar- 
rier between him and her love seemed to have grown. 

“Tt serves Hambledon right for leaving her for so 
long,” he said brutally. “She’s a darned pretty 
woman, and I wouldn’t blame Mahon a bit if he 
bolted with her.” 

There was a tragic silence, then Ana turned on 
him. 

“You ought to be ashamed, saying such things. 
You don’t know who might hear, or what harm you 
might do. Anthony can’t help having to be away; 
he’s got his work to attend to.” She longed to add, 
“And his wife’s debts to pay.” 

The words trembled on her lips, and it was only 
with the greatest effort that she kept them back 
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“You seem to forget that Mollie is my friend,” 
she added tremulously. 

“No quarrelling, children,” Mrs. Inglis inter- 
rupted. “And can’t we have tea? Here, I'll go and 
see if the kettle boils.” 

She thought she was being very tactful; she care- 
fully closed the door of the sitting room behind her 
as she went. 

“I’m sorry if you’re annoyed,” Drake said sullenly. 

He looked at Ana and longed to take her in his 
arms. 

“T’m more than annoyed,” Ana answered pas- 
sionately. “I don’t feel as if I ever want to see you 
again. Mollie is my friend.” 

“Oh, is she?”’ There was a bitter sneer in his voice. 
“Well then, all I can say is that you ought to ask to 
be preserved from your friends.” 

“How dare you say such a thing? What do you 
mean?” 

“Ana!” He caught her arm, but she tried to wrench 
herself free. He could feel antagonism in every nerve 
of her body and it drove him almost beyond endur- 
ance. 

“If Mrs. Hambledon was the friend you seem to 
think she is,” he answered her furiously, “she 
wouldn’t have told me what she did about you it 

“About me—about—what do you mean—about 
—me?” She tore her arm from his grasp. 

“Don’t dare to touch me,” she panted. She was 
almost beside herself with rage. ““You make me hate 

ou.” 
; ‘Hate me!” Drake’s kindly face twitched as if 
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with actual physical pain. “I suppose if I were 
Hambledon it would be a different story altogether, 
wouldn’t it?” 

Ana stood very still. The angry colour died 
slowly from her face, and her body seemed to grow 
cold. 

For long moments they looked at one another 
before she could find voice enough to ask once again, 
very quietly: 

‘What do you mean?” 

“That you’re in love with Hambledon,” Drake 
answered furiously. “‘And that’s why you won’t look 
at me. I never guessed it until Mollie told me, but 
now = 

“Mollie told you!” Ana said in a whisper. 

Mollie had said that! Mollie, whom she had 
defended all along—DMllie, for whose sake she had 
given up her own happiness. 

Any further conversation was interrupted by the 
return of Florrie Inglis. 

“I think it boiled!” she explained anxiously, peer- 
ing into the teapot which she was carrying. “But I’m 
such a perfect fool at cooking!” 

Nobody answered. Drake had turned away and 
was looking out of the window, and Ana was bend: 
ing over the cups on the tray. Her heart was beating 
so fast she could hardly breathe, and she was afraid 
to trust her voice. 

“Beast! Beast!” she was saying over and over 
again in her heart. She had done her best for months 
not to hate Mollie, but she knew now that all pre- 
tence of friendship between them was at an end. 
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Mollie had no truth, no loyalty. After everything that 
had happened—after everything: 

“What's the matter with you two?” Mrs. Inglis 
asked in blank amazement, and with a great effort 
Ana roused herself to answer. 

“Tm angry with him. He has made me very 
angry.” Then suddenly she pulled herself together 
and managed a laugh. “‘No, I’m not. It’s all nonsense. 
Let’s have tea.” 

She sat down and took up the teapot, but her hand 
shook so badly she spilled some on the cloth. 

“You’re making an awful mess,” the General said 
gravely. He was sitting up at the table with cushions 
banked round him, his solemn eyes fixed on Ana. 

Mrs. Inglis looked at her brother’s forbidding 
back. 

“Where are your manners, Tom?” she demanded 
sharply. “Come and make yourself useful. God knows 
you’re not ornamental.” 

Drake obeyed sullenly, but it was a most uncom- 
fortable meal. 

Ana talked all the time, though she hardly knew 
what she said, and Dolly did her best to play up to 
her, but she was conscious of tragedy in the little 
room, and it was a relief to everyone when she in- 
formed her brother it was time they were going. 

“T’ve got to be back in London to-night at any 
cost,” she said briskly. “I’ve come fifty miles out of 
my way to oblige you, my lad, and now I think it’s a 
pity I did. You’ve hardly opened your mouth. Go out 
and start the car. I want to talk to Ana.” 

Drake obeyed without answering. He was seething 
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with rage and jealousy. Until this afternoon he had 
discredited Mollie’s light declaration that Ana was 
in love with Anthony Hambledon, but now he knew 
it as positively as if she had admitted it. The telltale 
flash in her eyes—the sharp indrawn breath when his 
name was mentioned—Drake ground his teeth as he 
went out into the road and mechanically opened the 
bonnet of the car. 

The little town was bathed in glorious sunset tints, 
and the peace of approaching evening pervaded 
everything. 

Drake looked up at the wonderful sky and hated 
it. He wished he had been killed last year when 
he and Ana met with their accident at Honiton. What 
was the use of going on living? Life was only made 
up of disillusionment and disappointments. 

He hated Ana . . . he wished he had never seen 
her. He wished he had not insisted upon coming to 
Lyme Regis to-day. An hour ago he had been so 
happy, so excited, and it had all come to nothing. 

Mrs. Inglis and Ana joined him. 

“What a lovely evening!” Ana said. She spoke 
very quietly, with the desperate control of one whose 
heart is shaking. 

“It looks like a storm,” Mrs. Inglis said with 
obvious meaning. She tapped her brother’s arm. “‘And 
you are the blackest of black thunder clouds,” she 
scolded. “Laugh, for heaven’s sake! When you’ve 
lived as long as I have you'll realize that there’s noth- 
ing in the world that can’t be cured if you laugh.” 

But Tom would not even smile. He shook hands 
frigidly with Ana and got into the car. 
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“Thank you for coming,” Ana said with an effort. 
“It’s been ever so nice to see you both.” 

“Liar!” Mrs. Inglis answered calmly. She drew 
the rug round her, waved her hand, and the little car 
started away down the hill at a tremendous pace. At 
the bend leading to the town Mrs. Inglis turned and 
blew Ana a kiss, but Drake gave no sign. 

Ana shut the gate and stood for a moment leaning 
against it. It was such a wonderful evening. The glow 
in the sky had deepened till in places it was almost 
blood-red. The window of a little house opposite 
caught the light and reflected it in rays of fire. 


So many roads we tramped together, dear, 
So many roads in many a place; 

Now though I trail the streets of all the world, 
I shall not see your face. 


The words of the poem Ana had read that after- 
noon in the magazine came back to her mind. 

Once for many weeks she and Anthony had been 
happy together in this very place. They had slept 
under the same roof, stood together at this very gate, 
walked along the sands with just such a glorious sun- 
set in their eyes—more than a year ago now! 

Oh, why had they not realized all that those lightly 
spent days would mean to them afterward; why had 
they not cherished them more deeply? 

“Tf I could only have it over again I would never 
let him leave me,”’ Ana told herself passionately, but 
she knew that she would do just the same thing to-day 
as she had done in that forever-gone yesterday. 

It was not to be—not to be! No happy ending— 
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no happy ending. Always those words seemed to ring 
in her ears; sometimes at night she woke up with them 
on her lips— No happy ending! 

And yet hope would not utterly die. She told herself 
frantically that surely some day, somewhere, life 
would be kind and let her come face to face with 
Hambledon round the quiet corner of some street. 

The General called to her from the cottage, and she 
turned guiltily and went in to him. 

“Have they gone?” he asked. 

MViege? 

“Good job!” the General grumbled, and some- 
thing in the tone of his child voice sounded so like 
Anthony’s when he was cross that the tears rose to 
Ana’s eyes even while she smiled. 

“It’s unkind to say that,”’ she said. 

The General was silent for a moment, then he said 
with an air of lofty superiority: 

‘“Horses cost more money than motors.” 

“It all depends,” Ana said cautiously. 

There was another silence, then the General an- 
nounced: “I don’t like that man.” 

“Don’t you? Why not?” 

“Because he made you angry.” 

Ana laid a hand on his shoulder. 

“That was my fault, and very silly. It’s always 
silly to get angry over things that can’t be helped.” 

That was true enough, she told herself. It was silly 
to get angry, and yet—in her heart there was still 
such a burning rage that she was afraid. 

She was glad Mollie was away. If she had been in 
the cottage she knew that terrible words might have 
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passed between them; as it was she would have time 
to calm down and be more reasonable. 

There was a knock at the cottage door, and when 
Ana went to open it a telegraph boy stood lounging 
against the wooden framework. 

‘Name of Fabian!” he said mechanically. 

“Yes.” Ana took the envelope and broke it open. 
Could it be from Anthony ?—how foolish, no doubt 
it was only from Mollie, and yet the same thought 
always sprang to her heart, that perhaps Anthony was 
coming home. But it was from Mollie. 


Expect me to-night. 


“No answer.” 

Ana went back to the cottage with a dreadful feel- 
ing of coldness. In a few hours she would have to meet 
Mollie, and take her kisses—and listen to her selfish 
prattle and hide all that she herself was feeling. 

“T can’t, I can’t,” she told herself in despair. “I 
don’t want to see her. I never want to see her again.”’ 

But she knew she would have to. And presently 
when she had got the General to bed, she went into 
Mollie’s room to see that everything was in readiness. 

The narrow little window stood open to the dusk 
and in the sea breeze the short muslin curtains flut- 
tered like moth wings. A set of expensive enamel 
brushes lay incongruously on the plain wooden dress- 
ing table. They had not been there when Anthony 
was in England, and Ana knew without being told 
that they were a gift from Mahon. 

“Beast! Beast !’’ Ana’s heart said again. 

She had never felt such passionate rage and hatred 
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before; it was like a live thing gnawing at her heart. 

“TI must go away; I can’t stay here any longer!” 
she told herself even as she moved about the little 
room turning the bed down for Mollie and putting 
things straight. 

There was a photograph on the narrow mantel- 
shelf of the Hambledons’ home in Rhodesia—a plain, 
low-roofed bungalow, with a group of men on the 
stoep outside, and Mollie very much in evidence in 
the foreground. 

Hambledon was there too, standing a little apart 
from the rest, tall and sombre—even then looking as 
if either he or they had no real place in the picture. 
There was a sort of puzzled tolerance in his expres- 
sion that seemed to ask: ‘“‘What am I doing here with 
all these people? Or what do they want here with 
me?” 

“Oh, my dear, my dear,” Ana said in a voiceless 
whisper. 

Had he too watched the sunset to-night, she won- 
dered ? Had he thought of her even as she had thought 
of him? It seemed a crude absurdity that they must 
live their lives apart while the years raced so callously 
away. 

A car came up the street and stopped outside the 
cottage, and Ana went quickly downstairs. She heard 
Mollie fretfully scolding the driver. 

“You kept me waiting nearly ten minutes at the 
station. I ordered you for seven o’clock punctually.” 

The man made some apology, and Mollie came in 
without answering, slamming the garden gate behind 


her. 


LIFE STEPS IN 293 


“Ten minutes I had to wait,” she said again when 
she saw Ana. ‘Why on earth I live in this forsaken 
hole, I don’t know. Where’s the General ?” 

“In bed and asleep.” 

“You might have kept him up to see me, I should 
have thought,” Mollie scolded. “I see little enough 
of him, goodness knows.” 

“That is your own fault,” Ana wanted to say, but 
she checked herself. She knew that if she had kept the 
General up Mollie would have said he ought to have 
been in bed. 

Mollie walked into the sitting room and threw her 
coat down ona chair. 

“This place is nothing but a rabbit hutch,” she 
declared. “Anyone would think I was a pauper. 
Anthony knew what he was about all right when he 
went back to Rhodesia and left me here to pig it.” 
She was evidently in a very bad temper; she looked 
fagged and pale. 

“Would you like some tea?” Ana asked; “or will 
you wait till supper time ?” 

“What have we got for supper?” Mollie asked 
ungraciously. “Only bread and cheese, I suppose.”’ 

“There are eggs and some cold ham. If I had known 
you were coming I would have got something hot. 
Your wire only came a little while ago.” 

“T sent it off early enough; it’s the fools at the post 
office here who kept it back, I suppose.” 

She took off her hat and ruffled her hair. 

“I’ve got a beast of a headache,” she said. “Is 
there anything to drink in the house?” 
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“Only the brandy we keep in case the General wants 
it. 

It was an effort for Ana to speak quietly; she stood 
with her hands gripping a chairback. 

‘Well, give me some,” Mollie ordered. She spoke 
as if Ana were a servant. 

Ana did not move. 

“Did you hear what I said ?”’ Mollie snapped. 

“Yes; but I am not here to wait on you,” Ana 
answered steadily. She was deathly pale and there 
were dark shadows beneath her eyes. She knew she 
was at the end of her tether; she knew that she could 
no longer control herself, try as she might. 

“T’ve done a great deal for you, Mollie,”’ she went 
on with difficulty. ‘But after to-night I shall do no 
more. I should have written to you to-morrow any- 
way if you had not come home, but now you are here 
I shall leave the cottage in the morning.” 

Mollie had been lounging back in the one armchair 
—Anthony’s chair—but she sat up with a little 
vixenish movement of startled attention. 

“What do you mean?” she demanded. 

‘Nothing, except that I want to go,” Ana said. 

Mollie rose to her feet. 

‘Just because I was snappy when I came in. Don’t 
be silly. I didn’t mean any harm. I’m sorry, but my 
head aches, and I feel perfectly rotten. Come and 
kiss me, Ana. You know I can’t do without you. I’m 
sorry if I was a pig. I’ve brought you a present.” 

She came toward Ana with a confident smile. That 
was like Mollie. She would be thoroughly detestable 
until she saw she had gone too far, then she would 
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be all smiles and sweetness in order to get her own 
way again. 

But Ana moved away from her. 

“IT don’t want any presents from you, and I am not 
going to stay. I should not have left the General, of 
course, until you came; but now you are here a 

Mollie’s colour rose in an angry wave. 

“Something has happened,” she said sharply. 

“A great many things have happened,” Ana an- 
swered; “but it’s useless talking about them. I don’t 
want to quarrel with you. I only want to go.” 

Mollie’s pretty eyes searched Ana’s face with sharp 
suspicion. 

“Has anyone been here?” 

“Yes. Tom Drake and his sister.” 

“Oh, I see.’? Mollie laughed nastily. “You are 
going to marry him; is that it? And I am no longer 
of any use to you.” 

“No, I am not going to marry him. I hope I shall 
never see him again, and I hope I shall never see you 
again either,” Ana said deliberately. 

There was an eloquent silence. Mollie moistened 
her lips, and her eyes grew frightened. 

“Someone has been making mischief—that Mrs. 
Inglis—I always hated her,” she said hoarsely. 

“No. Mrs. Inglis hardly mentioned you except to 
say that they met you in London the other night.” 

“With Mahon! Oh, I see! And you were shocked.” 
Mollie looked relieved. “‘Don’t be a fool, Ana!” she 
said, trying to laugh. ‘“‘It wasa pure accident. I haven't 
seen Mahon for months till then.” 

“That isa lie,” Ana said in a whisper. ‘““Your whole 
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life has been a lie since Anthony went away. I’ve 
always knownit only I’ve tried not to. I’ve put up with 
it for the General’s sake, but now I’ve finished. I 
ought never to have come here. I wish I never had.” 
Her voice broke and she hid hér face in her hands. 
“Oh, how could you, how could you!” she whispered 
brokenly. 

Mollie stood very still. Twice she tried to speak, 
but no words would come; then with a tremendous 
effort she forced a laugh. 

“Don’t be a fool, Ana! I know I’ve not been nice 
to you—I know I’ve left you alone more than I ought 
to have done, and I’m sorry—you’re one of those 
people it’s easy to impose upon, you’re so good 
natured. I’m awfully fond of you, really’ —she laid a 
hand on Ana’s arm, but it was shaken passionately 
away. 

“You know I’m really awfully fond of you,” she 
said again, with greater confidence. 

Ana looked up suddenly. 

“Can’t you ever speak the truth?” she asked. 

She drew away with a shiver, and put the width of 
the little table between them. 

She remembered it was here that Anthony had first 
* kissed her and said that he loved her; here that she 
had said good-bye to him when she went back to 
Wimbledon determined never to see him again. 
W ould she ever see him again ?—a tide of passionate 
despair and rage rose in her heart. It was as if for a 
moment she was mad with rage and longing for all 
she had given up, as she turned on Mollie, her hands 
clenched, her cheeks scarlet. 


+ 
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“Oh, you ought to be ashamed of yourself, ashamed 
of yourself!” she cried. “To lie and deceive me as 
you have done. Do you think I don’t know why you 
go to London, do you think I don’t know that you 
have broken every promise you made to Anthony? 
Do you think I don’t know that you’ve just made a 
fool and a catspaw of me all along? You can’t even 
be commonly loyal—you even had to tell Tom Drake 
cruel things about me. I don’t know why it is that 
women like you get everything they want from 


life . . . it’s not fair! And I hope some day life will 
pay you out. I hope—oh, I never want to see you 
again.” 


She tried to reach the door but Mollie stopped her. 

“Wait a minute. Ana, I beg of you. dna/ You used 
to be my friend.” 

“You were never mine.” 

“T know. I’ve been horrible—I don’t know why, 
but I don’t seem to be able to help myself.’ Mollie’s 
voice shook and there was a hunted look in her eyes. 
“You're so different to me—you can’t judge. Don’t 
leave me, Ana—I can’t be left—I’m in trouble, dread- 
ful trouble’”’—she was clinging to Ana now with both 
hands, hands which Ana tried in vain to unclasp. 

“Let me go—I only want to go away and never see 
you again.” 

“Ana—listen ”” Mollie broke off, turning her 
head toward the open door. “It’s the General,” she 
whispered. 

His little voice rang through the cottage. 

“Auntie—Auntie Ana—why are you crying?” 

There was a dreadful shamed silence, then Mollie’s 
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hands fell to her sides and she turned away, as Ana 
went out into the tiny hall. 

“It’s all right, darling. I’m not—crying,” she said 
in a muffled voice. 

“Come and say good-night to me then.” 

“T have said good-night to you.” 

“Well, come and say it all over again.” 

“He doesn’t want me,’’ Mollie said in a fierce little 
whisper. ‘And he must have heard my voice.” 

The two girls looked at one another, then suddenly 
Mollie caught Ana’s hand again. 

‘Stay with me—for the General’s sake, if not for 
mine,” she implored. 

Ana shook her head. 

“T can’t. I can’t bear any more. Let me go, Mollie.” 

“No. Ana, listen !—you shall listen, I’ve got some- 
thing to tell you.” 

“I don’t want to hear anything.” 

Mollie laughed hoarsely, recklessly. 

“You'll want to hear this all right,” she said. “It’s 
about Anthony—he’s on his way home. He’s on his 
way home, and I’m so afraid, so afraid & 

Ana felt as if someone had struck her over the 
heart. 

On his way home! 

If heaven and earth had crashed together in chaos 
the shock could not have been greater. 

Coming home. On his way now. 

She knew that Mollie was watching her with sus- 
Ppicion. 

‘You don’t seem surprised,” she said sharply. “Did 

you know? Has he written to you?” 
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Ana smiled faintly. 

‘‘No, he hasn’t written to me,” she said. She spoke 
very gently; in the last few minutes her feeling to- 
ward Mollie seemed to have changed utterly. 

She was only sorry for her now—sorry because she 
was too blind to see or to realize all she was missing— 
how wilfully she was throwing away the substance for 
the shadow. 

“No, he hasn’t written to me,” she said again. 
“But, Mollie, lam sure you need not be afraid of him. 
He’s the kindest—most understandin i 

Mollie laughed. 

“Ts that how you see him? I. suppose you would. 
But he terrifies me. Last time—when I told him all 
about—things! he was so quiet about it all, so— 
unmoved, that it was more frightening than if he had 
raved at me or struck me.” 

She pushed her hair back from her pretty face with 
a distraught gesture. “I wish I’d done what he wanted 
me to do then,’ she went on feverishly. “I wish I 
had ” She turned on Ana angrily. ‘Why don’t 
you say something ? You don’t seem interested. Don’t 
you care what it was that he wanted me to do?” 

“Tt’s not my affair,” Ana said stiffly. 

“Tsn’t it?’? Mollie got up and twitched the table- 
cloth into place. “It is, and you know it is. He wanted 
me to give him his freedom—almost begged me to— 
if a man like Anthony can ever beg anything of any- 
body. He said that if I was tired of him and there 
was another man I preferred to him, he would let me 
go.” She laughed harshly. “It wasn’t consideration 
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for me that made him say it—it was consideration 
for himself—because he wanted his freedom.”’ 

“Don’t talk like that, Mollie.” 

“Tt was, you know it was. Oh, I know you always 
take up the saintly role and won’t admit anything, but 
what’s the use ? What reward have you got for letting 
Anthony go away without you, I should like to know? 
What reward does any saint ever get in this world?” 

“I’m not a saint—I don’t pretend to be.” 

Mollie went on heedlessly : 

“Tt’s you Anthony loves, why don’t you admit it? 
It was you he was thinking about all the time he was 
trying to be kind to me. I may be a fool, I know you 
think I am—but I could see it in his eyes all the time 
he was listening to me, and trying to be just. If I 
hadn’t been a dog in the manger I should have let him 
go. But Ralph wasn’t free, and he couldn’t have mar- 
ried me. I should have been left—and after all 
Anthony’s better than nobody.” 

“M ollie—Mollie ae 

“Oh, don’t ‘Mollie’ me!” Anthony’s wife broke 
out fiercely. “I’m sick of you all. I’m sick of life. 
There’s nothing in it. I didn’t want Anthony to for- 
give me even when I pretended I did, and begged him 
to. I wanted to be, free—it’s what I want now.’ She 
broke off with a strangled sob, wringing her hands. 
“‘Anthony’s on his way, I tell you—he’ll be here in 
a day or two, and he’l! kill me when he knows that I 
—that I ” She stopped again, controlling herself 
with a supreme effort. 

Ana stood leaning against the closed door with an 
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intolerable sense of weakness. Her heart was racing 
so that she felt it must burst, and even though she 
looked at Mollie and listened to her wild words, there 
was only one coherent thought in her brain. 

“Anthony is on his way home—on his way home.” 

“It’s no use talking,” Mollie said presently, more 
quietly. “We might talk from now till doomsday and 
it wouldn’t alter anything. I’m tired. I’m going to 
bed.” 

“Mollie—wait a moment.” 

“‘What for ?—there’s nothing to be said.” 

““There’s everything to be said. How can you be so 
mad and spoil your life as you are doing ? Even if you 
don’t care for—for anyone else, there’s the General.” 

Mollie’s face twisted a little as if in pain. 

“The General! He cares more about you than he 
does about me.” 

“Tt’s only because I’m with him more. If you were 
with him, and talked to him more, and played with 
him me 

“And acted the loving mother. Oh, I know! 
Anthony’s told me about it dozens of times. Well, I 
can’t. I’m not built that way. I never ought to have 
had any children. I didn’t want any if it comes to that. 
My people always said I was a fool to throw myself 
away on Anthony, but I wouldn’t listen. They were 
right. He was never the sort of man I should have 
married. I ought to have had heaps of money.” 

Ana turned away with a little sick feeling. 

Was money really all that Mollie cared for? Didn’t 
she realize how very little money can buy? 
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“Well, what are you going to do?” Ana asked 
helplessly. “I shall leave here in the morning. I can’t 
stay.” 

iN ot even now Anthony is coming home ?”’ Mollie 
mocked her. 

Ana made no answer, and Mollie pushed past her 
almost rudely and opened the door. 

“My head is splitting. I’ll talk to you again in the 
morning.” 

She walked out of the room and Ana stood listening 
to the sound of her high-heeled shoes on the narrow 
stairs, and then in the little room overhead. Presently 
she moved, mechanically tidied the room, and put out 
the lamp, groping her way upstairs in a darkness 
which was broken by a pale splash of moonlight 
through an uncurtained window. 

Anthony is on his way home. 

Ana heard those words in the sound of the sea 
outside, and in the soft voice of the wind as she 
paused to take off her shoes on the tiny landing so as 
not to wake the little General, for since Mollie had 
been away in London he had slept in Ana’s room. 

She undressed in the dark noiselessly and crept into 
bed, but she could not sleep. She felt that she would 
never be able to close her eyes again, and presently 
she sat up, her hands clasped round her knees, her 
eyes turned to the silent moonlit world outside the 
little window. Anthony was on his way home. The 
sea, which had divided her from him for more than 
a year, was at last bringing him back to her. She was 
almost faint with happiness. Nothing seemed to mat- 
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ter any more except the wonderful knowledge that 
soon she would see him and hear his voice. 

The General stirred a little and murmured some- 
thing in his sleep, and Ana crept out of bed to draw 
the coverlet over him, which he had thrown aside. 

She was glad he was safe and well at any rate. It 
would be someone for Anthony to come home to, 
even if Mollie no longer wanted him. Then she felt 
herself blushing guiltily in the darkness, knowing full 
well that there was something else besides his little son 
whom Anthony would be longing to see. 

“I’m just humbugging myself,” Ana thought 
severely, and tried to keep her riotous thoughts in 
check. 

But he might not love her any more—when they 
met it might be just with awkward embarrassment, 
realizing they had never really loved one another. 

“Now I’m humbugging myself again,” Ana 
thought. ‘“‘As if anything could ever make any dif- 
ference.” 

Across the narrow landing she heard Mollie mov- 
ing restlessly about, and once she thought she heard 
her crying, but when moved by pity she went across 
and tapped softly on the door, Mollie would not 
answer, and when she tried to open it, she found it 
locked. 

“Tet mein, Mollie,” Ana whispered. “Let me bring 
the General to sleep with you—please let me ee 

But there was no answer, and Ana crept shivering 
back to bed. She had never felt more wide awake in 
her life and yet very soon she fell asleep, only to 
waken suddenly to find herself crying piteously and 
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moaning over and over again in her still dreaming 
mind—‘‘No happy ending for me—no happy end- 
ing ”” She sat up in bed and wiped away her tears. 

“Silly idiot!’ she admonished herself angrily. 
“Crying when you ought to be so happy. Have you 
forgotten that Anthony is on his way home?” 

The General spoke from across the dark little 
room. 

“Tm ’wake!”’ 

“Are you, darling?” 

““Yes—are you ’wake, too?” 

SV ag)? 

She could feel that the General was sitting up in 
bed. 

‘ “T dreamed that my father had come home,” he 
said solemnly. 

“Did you? Perhaps he will come soon.” 

“But I dreamed that he was crying,” the General 
said apologetically. 

“Oh!” His words gave Ana a queer feeling of 
presentiment which she tried in vain to dispel. 

No doubt the child had been awakened by the 
sound of her own sobbing and the sound of it had got 
mixed up with his dreams. 

““Grown-up men don’t cry,” she said. 

The General considered the point for a moment. 

“Why not?” he demanded. 

‘‘Because—oh, well, I don’t quite know why,” Ana 
said helplessly. 

She heard him sigh before he lay down again. 

‘You don’t know very much, do you?” he said 
pityingly. 
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Ana chuckled. She knew how happy she was at 
any rate! So happy that she hoped she would die 
rather than that anything should happen to bring back 
the old desolating sense of emptiness and loss. 

“What time is it?’ the General asked after a 
moment. 

“It’s the middle of the night,’”’ Ana said severely. 
“And you must go to sleep again,” and presently she 
heard his deep, even breathing once more. 

So happy! So utterly happy, she told herself, as 
she pressed her flushed cheek against the pillow and 
tried to sleep. 

And yet, why? Anthony was certainly on his way 
home, but he was not free. It would mean just the 
same heartbreaking pain all over again—the same 
unfulfilled longing. 

“But I shall see him. At any rate I shall see him,” 
Ana told herself passionately, and tried to believe 
that she would be satisfied. And yet there was still 
Mollie—and Mollie was his wife and the mother of 
the General. Even though she seemed to have no 
affection for either of them. How strange life was, 
and how differently people were constituted, that one 
threw away the thing which another treasured more 
than life itself! 

“But, at any rate, I shall see him again,” was Ana’s 
last conscious thought before once more she fell 
asleep. 


CHAPTER XVIII 


EA, miss is 
Ana rubbed her eyes and sat up slowly. 
The little maid who came during the day and 


who had the key of the cottage was standing beside 
her bed, smiling. 

“Oh, you was sleeping ’eavy,” she said. 

“Was [?” 

Ana was wide awake now, her pulses jerking as 
she remembered last night. 

Anthony was on his way home, and life was won- 
derful. 

The General was still dozing—one arm flung up 
above his head, and in a whisper Ana told the little 
maid not to wake him. 

“He didn’t sleep very well last night,” she ex- 
plained. “And, Mary, Mrs. Hambledon is back from 
London but I daresay she will be tired and like her 
breakfast in bed.” 

The maid stared. 

“Home, miss!”” She shook her head positively. 
“Oh, no, miss, she isn’t. The door of her room was 
open when I came this morning, and she’s not there.” 

“Not there!” Ana stared blankly. Had she 
dreamed about last night? Only dreamed that 
Anthony was coming back? She put her teacup down 
and sprang out of bed. 
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“What nonsense! Of course she is there. Fraser 
brought her up from the station in his car.” She spoke 
confidently, but her heart was beating fast in name- 
less apprehension as she crossed the tiny landing and 
pushed open the half-closed door of Mollie’s room. 

“Mollie ? 

But the room was empty. 

The bed had not been slept in—its sheets were 
neatly turned back as Ana had left them during the 
evening. The dressing table was cleared of some of 
its trinkets and there wasa curiously empty look about 
the whole room. Ana took a step forward. 

“Mollie,” she said again appealingly, but there was 
no reply. The little maid who had followed Ana into 
the room looked at her with an “I told you so” 
gleam in her eyes, but neither of them spoke. 

Then Ana moved forward mechanically and jerked 
back the drawn curtains, letting in a flood of sunshine. 

“Tt’s all right—go down and see about breakfast,” 
she said with an effort. 

The little maid reluctantly obeyed, and Ana sat 
down on the side of Mollie’s bed, shivering. Had last 
night been only a dream? Hadn’t Mollie come back 
after all?—-wasn’t Anthony on his way home from 
Rhodesia? 

Ana closed her eyes with a feeling of panic. Not 
true after all ?—not true? She rose stiffly to her feet, 
and as she turned to leave the room her eyes fell ona 
letter propped up among the photographs on the 
narrow mantelshelf. 

It was only addressed “‘Diana’’—just the one word, 
and for some seconds Ana stood staring at it, afraid to 
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move or touch it—afraid to guess at its contents. 
Then with an effort she mastered her fear and broke 
the envelope open. Mollie’s letter was long and 
rambling. 

“T am going away with Ralph Mahon. They say 
his wife cannot live very long and as soon as he is 
free he will marry me. You need not worry about me 
—perhaps you won’t think I am worth worrying 
about—I am not taking this step without seeing that 
whatever happens my future is assured. Tell Anthony 
it will be easy to get enough proof for a divorce. I 
will see that he does. If you marry him, and I suppose 
you will—I hope you will be happier than I was. But, 
of course you will, you don’t ask a great deal of life 
like I do—you believe in love in a cottage like he does. 
Tell Anthony he need not trouble to repay Ralph any 
more of the money I borrowed, besides it’s far more 
now than he ever could repay. I’ve just been in to 
look at the General; you and he were both sleeping 
so soundly you never heard me 

“You'll be kind to him, I know—and if you have 
any children of your own you won’t let them crowd 
him out. Ana, I sometimes wish I had been made like 
you. Life would have been so much easier. I wish I 
could always have adored Tony as I did when we 
were first married. I think the real trouble began 
when I realized that he didn’t care for me and that 
hurt my vanity. Anyway it’s too late now. I shall be 
all right with Ralph, he’ll give me everything I 
want a 

“Oh—God!” said Ana in a tragic whisper. Every- 
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thing she wanted! That meant only money. Poor, 
poor Mollie! 

There was not much more. 

“T’ve written to Anthony, and he’ll get the letter 
at Southampton. I don’t think he’ll care at all— 
except to be glad. It’s no use trying to follow me or 
stop me, even if you want to, and of course you won’t. 
Good-bye.” 

That wasall. 

Ana folded the letter up and went back to her room. 
She felt stunned. She could not realize what had 
happened. She kept telling herself that Mollie had 
gone forever—that Mollie had run away with a 
married man, and that soon Anthony would be free, 
but it all sounded sheer nonsense. She dressed slowly 
—her fingers were so clumsy and shaking that she 
could hardly fasten her clothes. 

Breakfast was ready long before she had finished 
dressing the General. The little maid’s eyes were large 
and round with curiosity as she brought in the tea and 
toast, but she dared ask no questions and Ana volun- 
teered no information. 

If only there had been somebody to whom she 
could turn for help and advice, but there was nobody 
except Tom Drake, who was angry with her, and 
whom she never wished to see again, or the First 
Prayer, whose cynical if kindly outlook on life would 
only be a jarring note in the circumstances. 

“T must just wait,” Ana told herself. “I must be 
patient and wait till Anthony comes.” 

And then her pulses began to race so at the thought 
she could hardly breathe. 
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There would be no need to part from him again— 
soon he would be free. The thought was a delirious 
happiness—a happiness too great for fulfilment, so 
Ana told herself as she went about her duties in the 
little cottage and answered the General’s ceaseless 
questions. 

How soon would he come? She did not know. 
Mollie had given her no definite information. It 
might equally well be either to-morrow or next week 
or next month! 


Or turn the quiet corner of a street 
But hope is in my heart. 


A justified hope now! Perhaps to-morrow, perhaps 
even to-day—but Ana dared go no further with that 
thought. 

She must just be patient and wait. 

The day seemed endless. 

The General was fretful and difficult. The sunshine 
of the morning had vanished and given place to gray 
clouds and a chill breeze. 

Ana’s nerves were on edge. 

Every step on the road, every knock at the door 
almost stopped her heart beating. For hours after 
the little maid had washed up and gone, and the 
General had been bathed and put to bed, she sat in 
the sitting room, her hands clasped tightly, every 
nerve in her body strained to attention. 

Once she was positive she heard Anthony’s voice 
outside, but when she dragged herself, half fainting, 
to the door, it was only the man from the next cottage 
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to tell her that one of the back windows was unfas- 
tened and banging to and fro in the rising wind. 

“You'll get it broken,” he told her. ‘‘There’s a 
storm coming up.” 

“A storm!” 

Ana’s face blanched in the light of the lamp she 
held, and the man asked if she was nervous of storms. 

“Some women are,” he said with a tolerant amuse- 
ment. 

Ana shook her head. 

“Afraid! Oh, no!” 

But she had been thinking of Anthony’s ship— 
perhaps still far out at sea. 

Supposing something happened at this, the eleventh 
hour, to rob her of him? 

“Tl shut the window. Thank you for telling me,” 
she said, and the man went away. 

The storm came up very suddenly, and by midnight 
the thunder was crashing overhead and the rain 
coming down in torrents. 

Ana wished she could go out and look at the 
lightning over the sea. She felt that to be out in this 
battle of elements would soothe the unrest and im- 
patience of her soul. But she could not leave the 
General alone, so she knelt by the window in his room 
and watched the vivid flashes against the sky, out- 
lining the tree tops and roofs of the cottages opposite. 

Anthony would not come to-night she knew, but all 
the same she could not rest, could not close her eyes. 
He did not come the next day, either, though she had 
everything in readiness for him, and fresh flowers in 
the sitting room. 
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For a week he did not come, and Ana began to feel 
as she had felt during those terrible days at Wimble- 
don when she waited in vain for his promised letter. 
Was Life going to step in again now as it had then? 
It was only with difficulty that she kept back her rising 
panic. 

Then the First Prayer appeared. She motored . 
down unexpectedly and expressed herself amazed at 
the speed with which her first knock upon the cottage 
door was answered. 

“Heavens! Who on earth were you expecting?” 
she demanded bluntly. 

Ana flushed. 

“Nobody, of course, and I’m delighted to see 
you.” 

“You didn’t look it. There was blank disappoint- 
bent in your eyes. May I come in?” 

“Of course.” 

They went into the sitting room, and the First 
Prayer looked round critically. 

“Who sent the roses? Tom Drake, I suppose.” 

“No, I bought them.” 

Jessica’s eyes twinkled. “’Then you are expecting 
someone,”’ she accused Ana. 

“No, I promise you 

“All right, all right, I’m only teasing you, and I 
haven’t come to stay. Only it looked so like a storm I 
thought I’d ask for hospitality till it’s blown over. I’m 
going on to Exeter. One of my numerous aunts is 
there, dying, and she’s asked me to be in at the 
death, so to speak,” Jessica explained flippantly. 
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“What a bandbox of a cottage! How do you all 
squeeze in?” 

‘“*There’s only me and the General here now.” 

“T see. Mollie Hambledon is away. There’s the 
first clap of thunder. Ugh! I do hate storms. Is 
Mollie away?” 

eV eos 

The First Prayer grimaced. 

**You’ve heard the news, of course?” 

“‘No—what news?” 

“About Mahon. It was in the paper this morning, 
but I suppose you don’t see the papers in this sylvan 
retreat, do you?” . 

“Of course we do, but I haven’t looked at the paper 
this morning. What news is it?” 

“Only that Mahon’s poor wretched little wife is 
dead, at last. She died in the south of France.” 

Jessica’s eyes twinkled. 

“T’m just wondering what move the beautiful 
Mollie will make now,” she added maliciously. 


CHAPTER XIX 
(bes storm which had been threatening all day 


broke in full violence just when Jessica said she 
thought she ought to be going. 

“You'll have to stay the night,” Ana said. ‘““There’s 
no help for it. You can have Mollie’s room.” She 
broke off with a little shiver realizing that it was no 
longer Mollie’s room. Mollie would never sleep there 
again; Mollie had gone away with Ralph Mahon. 

How could she, oh, how could she! 

In spite of her passionate joy there was a restless 
dissatisfied feeling in Ana’s heart. She wished she 
could have reached her own happy ending by other 
means. It seemed horrible that only Mollie’s tragedy 
had made it possible; horrible that there would be 
scandal and gossip. Ana’s conventional upbringing 
still shivered at the thought; she found herself won- 
dering what her aunt would have said as she stood 
beside Jessica looking out at the pouring rain and 
flashing lightning. There seemed hardly a second’s 
interval between the crashes of thunder. 

The General came into the room excitedly. 

“It’s the guns in the sky firing,” he shouted. His 
little face was red with enthusiasm. ‘‘Can’t we go out 
and watch the guns fire?” 

“Not in this rain,” Ana said. ‘‘We should be 
washed away. I expect there'll be a lovely big sea 
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to-morrow,” she added by way of consolation. She 


knew how big waves thudding on the beach fascinated 
the little General. . 

““He’s not a bit afraid, is he?” the First Prayer said 
wonderingly. ‘“When I was his age I used to howl 
the place down if there was a storm.” 

“He isn’t afraid of anything,’ Ana answered 
proudly. She went upstairs to get Mollie’s room 
ready. She put away the few possessions Mollie had 
left behind; none of them were of any value. When 
she opened a drawer to find room for them she saw 
Mollie’s wedding ring lying there, together with a 
watch bracelet which Anthony had given her, and 
which she no longer considered fine enough to wear. 
So she meant it to be irrevocable. 

Ana shut her eyes with a little sick feeling. How 
could she! how could she? she asked herself again 
passionately. To leave Anthony for a man like Ralph 
Mahon; what happiness could she hope to find? 

Jessica followed her up the narrow staircase. 

‘“‘What a tiny room!” she said critically. “You 
don’t tell me that Mollie Hambledon slept and had 
her being here?” 

“She hasn’t been here very often lately—only for 
week-ends. She did find it rather small,” Ana said 
painfully. 

“Tt’s a duck of a room, anyway,” Jessica said. 
“Gee, just hark at that rain!” 

She helped Ana remake the bed. 

“T feel quite nice and domesticated,” she said com- 
placently. ‘““This is what I should have been doing 
if—well, if things had gone as I wanted them to go 
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years ago. Love in a cottage! Making my own cakes 
and pies, instead of mixing poisonous cocktails that 
ruin one’s digestion.”’ She sighed and looked across 
at Ana. “This is the sort of life you ought to have,” 
she said. “You ought to marry a poor man and have 
lots of kids, and then you'd be so happy you wouldn’t 
know yourself.” 

Ana made no reply. She longed to tell Jessica what 
Mollie had done, but she could not bring herself to do 
so. Soon Anthony would be here and then everyone 
would know. 

The two girls sat up late talking. The storm went 
away into the distance and came back again toward 
morning with renewed fury. 

“It’s not the end of the world by any chance, I 
suppose, is it?” the First Prayer asked dolefully. She 
had come across the tiny landing to Ana’s room and 
the two girls sat together talking in whispers while 
the Ceneral slept on undisturbed. 

‘Why in the world we need whisper when all the 
heaven’s artillery doesn’t wake him, I’m blessed if I 
know,” said the First Prayer cynically. She got up, 
and with the candle in her hand crossed the room to 
look down at Hambledon’s son sleeping peacefully, 
his flushed cheek pressed against the pillow. 

‘It’s only people with an easy conscience who can 
sleep like that,” she said enviously. She sighed and 
came back to Ana. “I wouldn’t mind a day or two 
down here,”’ she said in her blunt manner. 

“It gives me a ‘good’ sort of feeling to be leading 
the simple life. Could you put up with me for a day 
or two, or wouldn’t Mollie Hambledon like it ?” 
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Ana wineed and turned her face away. “Mollie 
won't mind,” she said stiffly. ‘‘Do stay if you like— 
the only thing is that Anthony may be home any day, 
and then of course he would want his room.” 

‘And then, of course, the Missus will come back, 
too,” Jessica said cynically. ‘““Well, there’s no fear of 
me staying if she’s anywhere about. I’ve only met her 
once or twice, and I can’t bear her!” 

“Why not? Isn’t it rather an unfair judgment?” 

“No. I believe in first impressions. There’s nothing 
in her but vanity. You’ve known her a very long time, 
haven’t you?” 

“We were at school together.” 

“What made her marry Hambledon? He never 
had any money, had he?” 

“Not a great deal. I think she was just very much 
in love with him, and didn’t mind about money then.” 

Jessica guffawed. 

“Don’t tell me! She could never love anyone but 
herself. You must think of a better reason than that, 
my dear soul.” 

Ana made no reply. 

The storm seemed to be dying away again but the 
wind was rising, and it howled round the little cottage 
and rattled the window frames with frenzied hands. 

“I’m glad I’m not at sea to-night,” Jessica said 
suddenly, with a shiver. 

Ana’s heart contracted. Anthony was at sea— 
supposing something happened to his ship? Every 
nerve in her body had been dragged at by a thousand 
nameless fears ever since she knew he was coming 
home. Happiness was so often snatched away from 
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people at the eleventh hour. She pushed the thought 
from her resolutely. Why be a coward now when her 
goal was in sight ? She had borne so much, why be a 
coward now? 

“You look tired out,” the First Prayer said bluntly. 
She regarded Ana with kindly criticism in the waver- 
ing light of the candle. 

“T’ll hop off to bed now the storm is over.” She 
rose to her feet, yawning. 

‘‘There’s a shroud in the candle,” she said suddenly. 

Ana’s face paled. 

“T wish you wouldn’t say such horrible things,” 
she said sharply. 

Jessica laughed. 

“You’re a bag of nerves, my dear—if you weren't, 
a little thing like a winding sheet in a candle wouldn’t 
upset you. It’s only the draught that blows the wax 
down one side.” 

“Yes, I am a bag of nerves,” Ana thought, when 
she was alone again, lying with wide-open eyes staring 
into the darkness. ‘“‘Asif a candle could possibly mean 
anything. Don’t bea fool, Ana. Go to sleep and dream 
of something pleasant.” 

But she could not sleep, though once she dozed a 
little, only to waken almost immediately with An- 
thony Hambledon’s name on her lips. 

“Anthony!” 

He seemed so near to her that she sat up in bed and 
groped into the darkness with a shaking hand as if to 
find and touch him, but of course he was not there, and 
she lay back again trembling in every limb, her heart 
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beating so fast it seemed like a live thing in her 
breast. 

He must be thinking of her, that was what it was, 
she told herself, and because the affinity between them 
was so strong, his thoughts compelled her own. Until 
she saw him each hour would be an eternity. The 
last week had dragged away like an unhappy year. 

“And yet I am happier than I have ever been, my 
dear,’’ Ana said, and was not aware that she had 
spoken aloud until from across the room the General’s 
sleepy voice asked: 

“What did you say, Auntie Ana?” 

“Nothing,” Ana said breathlessly. “I was only 
thinking out loud.” 

‘There'll be big bumpy seas to-morrow, won’t 
there?” the General asked joyfully. “And we'll go 
down early and see them, won’t we?” 

“Tf you go to sleep again at once,” Ana promised, 
and presently silence fell once more. Ana closed her 
eyes and tried to sleep, but her tumultuous thoughts 
kept her wide awake. She had been unhappy and 
hopeless for so long that the knowledge of the un- 
believable happiness lying so near to her in the future 
brought with it a reaction which was almost more 
than she could bear. 

To think that some day after all she might be 
Anthony Hambledon’s wife! 

To share her life with him, to sleep upon his heart 
—the thoughts were surely only tormenting dreams 
which could never really come true. And yet every 
moment must be bringing him nearer to her. Perhaps 
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even to-morrow she would meet the worshipful love 
in his eyes and know that at last she had entered 
into her kingdom. 

“IT love you—I love you, oh, so much,” she whis- 
pered to him through the darkness, and she held her 
breath as if for his answer, but she could only hear 
the furious voice of the wind round the cottage, and 
in the distance the roar of the sea. 

And to her overwrought imagination the thudding 
waves seemed to be saying in a mocking voice that 
was meant for her alone: “Life Steps In—Life Steps 
In > And Ana shuddered and pulled the bed- 
clothes over her head, trying in vain to shut out the 
sound. 


= 


“Tl stay till after lunch, if I may,” the First Prayer 
announced at breakfast next morning. “Your little 
maid tells me there is a most wonderful sea—waves 
breaking clean over the Cobb—whatever that is— 
and up against the cottages on the parade.” 

“It always does that if there’s much of a wind,” 
Ana answered. “And there is a gale still blowing, 
even though the sun is trying to shine.” 

“T love the wind—it makes me feel rather mad,” 
Jessica said dreamily. “Let’s go down to the sea soon 
—what do you say, General ?” 

“Oh, he’s been wanting to start since about six,” 
Ana said, smiling. 

“I don’t want any breakfast if nobody else does,” 
the General said hopefully. 

But Ana insisted. 
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“Tf you’re going to battle with the wind you must 
eat a lot,” she said with pretended severity. ““An army 
marches on its stomach, you know.” 

The General knew what that meant—his father 
had explained it to him, so he swallowed his breakfast 
in great mouthfuls and waited with what patience he 
could until Ana and the First Prayer were ready, then 
Ana buttoned him into his reefer coat, and fastened 
the flaps of his cap well over his ears. 

“T wish I could walk,” the General said painfully. 

“All generals go riding into battle,’’ Ana consoled 
him. ‘‘And your push cart is the same as a horse.” 

“We shall be blown away,” Jessica said with a 
chuckle, as they opened the door and had to fight 
their way to the gate. “But I just love it. A wind like 
this blows away all one’s cobwebs and nasty 
thoughts.” 

Going down the hill to the sea the wind was so 
terrific that both she and Ana had to hold on to the 
General’s chair. 

“Let it go,” he shouted excitedly. “Let it run down 
the hill all by its own self, Auntie Ana.” 

“Yes, and let you end up in the sea,” Ana said 
laughingly. ‘““That would be splendid.” 

‘I’m not ’fraid,”’ the General insisted. 

“No, but I am,” Ana answered. They had great 
difficulty in rounding the corner on to the sea front. 

The whole of the little town seemed to have turned 
out to watch the waves. 

A man whom Ana knew slightly shouted to her to 
be careful where she went. 

“Tt’s all right up this end,” he said. “But further 
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along by Betty’s, the sea’s right over and you can 
hardly keep your feet.” 

Ana thanked him but she did not pay much atten- 
tion. The wind seemed to have got into her head and, 
as Jessica had described it, was making her feel a 
little mad. 

It was so wonderful, so elementary—she felt proud 
of the strength of the sea, and of its bold defiance. 
Nobody could harness those mountainous waves— 
nobody could say to them “Go back—come no 
farther.” 

Halfway along the narrow little sea front she 
stopped. “I don’t think we ought to go on! Oh! look 
at that one!” 

A larger wave than any of its predecessors had 
broken with a mighty crash against the row of little 
old Georgian cottages that stand like sentinel soldiers 
with their backs to the cliff, and a party of laughing 
girls and boys who had ventured too near came 
dashing back, drenched from head to foot. 

“Tet me go there, let me, let me,” the General 
screamed. 

His cheeks were crimson and his eyes wild with 
excitement. 

He began to struggle with the straps that secured 
him to his chair. 

“Let me get out, Auntie Ana—I want to walk. I 
can walk!” 

“T shall take you home at once if you’re not a good 
boy,” Ana threatened, but her eyes glowed with 
sympathy. 

She knew just how he felt, for the sea madness was 
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upon her too, and the wildness of the wind and the 
waves had taken possession of her heart. 

She longed to feel the salt sting of the waves on 
her face, and the rough hands of the wind tearing 
through her hair. 

She half turned and looked toward the sea—a 
boiling cauldron of black waves tipped with spinning 
ghostly crests of white foam. 

If only Anthony were here to share it with her! 
If only they could stand hand in hand in their newly 
found freedom, looking out over the wild waste of 
waters. The wind tore her hat from her head, and 
with an excited laugh she put up both hands to try 
to save it—and in that moment life stepped in once 
again. 

“T am more powerful than the wind or the sea,”’ it 
seemed to insist. ‘“‘But the wind and the sea are my 
allies and will work for me is 

And the wind caught the frailty of the General’s 
wheel chair from which Ana had momentarily taken 
her hands, and blew it like a wisp of straw across the 
uneven slope of the narrow parade toward its un- 
guarded edge—toward the boiling cauldron beyond. 
Anda great wave came (superstitious folks whispered 
to each other afterward that it was a seventh wave) 
and before anyone could take a step forward, or lift 
a hand to save him, the General was swept helplessly 
into the flying spume and thundering surf. 

There followed confusion and panic and a night- 
mare of unreality. 

“T just screamed, and screamed, oh, God, how I 
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screamed !” was Jessica’s hysterical explanation after- 
ward. 

“And I shut my eyes tight, so tight that I couldn’t 
see any more. But, Ana—oh, God, oh, God—Ana!”’ 

Yes, that was it—Ana]! 

The only reliable witness, a weather-beaten fisher- 
man to whom life and death were of no great matter, 
told how that Ana uttered no cry, but that she just 
flung herself after the boy, and snatched at him with 
both hands before a mighty wave beat them both 
suffocatingly down on to the beach, and then snatched 
them back exultantly to its bosom, with giant arms. 

And then he quietly omitted to say that he risked 
his own life time after time in a desperate effort to 
save them, but he drew a hard breath before he added 
stoically: 

“We only got the boy.” 

And it was barely an hour from the time they left 
the little cottage up on the hill, to the moment when 
Jessica, surrounded by a sympathetic crowd who bore 
the General in their midst, was back again at its door. 

She had stopped screaming, but her face was gray 
and old, and she walked like a woman in a dream. 

“Save her, for God’s sake! Isn’t one of you man 
enough to save her?” 

She had heard someone raving in those frantic 
words a few moments ago, not realizing that she lis- 
tened to her own tortured voice. 

They had tried, they told her again and again they 
had tried but that it was hopeless—what was the good 
of throwing good lives after one that had already 
been taken? 
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“The little boy is safe,” so they tried to comfort 
her in kindly ignorance. “Hot blankets and a warm 
bed, and he will be none the worse.” 

“Oh, God, oh, God!’’ was all that Jessica could 
moan in reply. She felt that she moved in a night- 
mare, that nothing was real, nothing, until as she 
dragged herself up the tiny pathway to the cottage 
door she realized it was open, and that a man stood 
there looking at her with an amazement in his eyes 
that changed suddenly to sharp anxiety. 

He took a hurried stride forward. 

“What is it? Has anything happened? Who are 
you? I don’t know that I——” 

Jessica raised her tormented eyes to his face, the 
eyes that had just seen Ana drown. 

She tried to say in return, ‘“Who are you?” but 
though no sound passed her lips, the man must have 
guessed the question she wished to ask, for he an- 
swered it at once, “I am Anthony Hambledon.” 


They told him for his comfort that Ana had given 
her life to save the life of his son. 

They told him for his comfort that only her won- 
derful unfaltering courage and the goodness of God 
had made the boy’s rescue possible. Anthony turned 
and looked into the face of the man who tried so 
clumsily to comfort him. ‘“The goodness of God,” he 
said harshly. 

“There is no Ged in this hellish world.” 

Then he turned on his heel and walked out of the 
little house and down the hill to the sea, bareheaded 


326 LIFE STEPS IN 


as he was. The wind had dropped a little, but moun- 
tainous waves still beat on the shingle and thundered 
against the battered parade wall. Knots of curious 
sightseers lingered in the gathering grayness, whis- 
pering together and watching the waves for the 
moment when they would weary of their sport and 
fling back the plaything they had snatched unto 
themselves. 

People nudged one another and whispered as 
Hambledon strode past them. 

“That’s the boy’s father. Only came home from 
abroad to-day—terrible thing if the boy had been 
drowned.” 
| “And the girl?’ someone else asked. ‘“‘Who was 
the girl?” and the answer came almost casually, ‘Oh, 
nobody much—just a governess, I think. She used to 
look after the little boy.” 

Nobody much! but yet the very life and soul of the 
man who stood staring out over the tossing waves, a 
great cry going up from his broken heart—‘“‘Ana! 
Ana! Ana!” 

And the answer seemed to be blown back to him 
mockingly—‘‘Too late, too late! one little hour too 
late—life steps in—life steps in.” 

And he remembered his dream and how he had 
tried to explain it to Ana that last time they met. 

“‘And the sea was there, great mountainous waves 
—and you were on the shore—close to the sea—and 
I knew if I could just get you into my arms it would 
be all right, and then a 

But he would never hold her in his arms again, 
never look into her eyes. 
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known no more. He had not been able to answer. 
But now he knew. His dreams were finished. He 
was awake, and looking into the dead eyes of ugly 
life. 
He read the answer in the tossing sea, and in the 
cloud-blackened sky, and in the bitter voice of the 
wind, and in his own stark desolation— 


“Life Steps In. Life Steps In.” 


THE END 


There’s More to Follow? 


More stories of the sort you like} 
more, probably, by the author of this 
one; more than 500 titles all told by 
writers of world-wide reputation, in 
the Authors’ Alphabetical List which 
you will find on the reverse side of the 
wrapper of this book. Look it over 
before you lay it aside. There are 
books here you are sure to want—some, 
possibly, that you have always wanted. 


It is a selected list; every book in it 
has achieved a certain measure of 
success. 


The Grosset & Dunlap list is not only 
the greatest Index of Good Fiction 
available, it represents in addition a 
generally accepted Standard of Value. 
It will pay you to 


Look on the Other Side of the Wrapper8# 


In case the wrapper is lost write to 
the publishers for a complete catalog 


RUBY M. AYRES’ NOVELS 


May be had wherever books are sold. Ask for Grosset & Dunlap’s list 


LOVE CHANGES 

LIFE STEPS IN 

BROKEN 

THE LUCKIEST LADY 
CHARITY’S CHOSEN 

THE PLANTER OF THE TREE 
OVERHEARD 

SPOILT MUSIC 

THE MAN THE WOMEN LOVED 


THE MAN WITHOUT A HEART 


A BACHELOR HUSBAND 


THE SCAR 
THE MARRIAGE OF BARRY WICKLOW 


THE SECOND HONEYMOON 


GROSSET & DUNLAP, Publishers, NEW YORK 


pu 
SRR AY LD SPREE SERPS ATE EFORCE OL OE LET LOE 


a LEP ESS SS 


ROMANCES OF THE MODERN GIRL 


May be had wherever books are sold. Ask for Grosset & Dunlap’s Iist 


During the last few years millions of readers have be- 
come acquainted with the stories of these authors through 
their appearance in serial form in the daily papers. Because 
of the insistent demand of many readers we have issued 
them all in the handsome Grosset & Dunlap Edition. 


THE NOVELS OF BEATRICE BURTON 


Easy The Little Yellow House 
The Petter Sally’s Shoulders 
Love Bound The Hollywood Girl 
Footloose Her Man 
The Flapper Wife Honey Lou, or The 
Money Love Love Wrecker 

THE NOVELS OF ELENORE MEHERIN 
Miss Pat Shackled Souls 
Chickie Nora Lee 
Chickie, a Sequel Jerry 
Sandy The Road to Love 

THE NOVELS OF VIDA HURST 

Marriage a la Mode Big Game 
Greater Love Diana 
Sonia Sequel to Sonia 


GROSSET & DUNLAP, Publishers, NEW YORK 
a | 


TUTOR 
*T1-AZM-196" 


